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Graduate attributes are an 
orientating statement 
of education outcomes 

used to inform curriculum design 
and engagement with teaching 
and learning experiences at a 
university (Barrie, 2009). They are 
descriptions of the core abilities and 
values a university community agrees 
all its graduates should develop as 
a result of successfully completing 
their university studies (Bowden 
et al., 2000) however, while all 
Australian universities claim such 
outcomes in policy, few can provide 
convincing evidence of curricula or 
staff and student experiences that 
comprehensively and systematically 
develop these abilities. 

Over the past two years, the National 
Graduate Attributes Project (or 
National GAP) has explored some of 
the reasons why Australian universities 
have found it difficult to achieve the 
sort of significant systematic changes 
to student learning experiences, 
required to achieve their stated aims 
of fostering graduate attributes. The 
National GAP was an ALTC scoping 
study rather than the more familiar 
development project. Consequently 
its methodology explicitly sought 
to foster and expand on the existing 
community of scholarly practice in 
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relation to graduate attributes in 
order to inform and reinvigorate 
institutional curriculum renewal 
to achieve graduate attributes. The 
study builds on previous research 
exploring graduate attributes teaching 
and learning practice (Barrie, 2006; 
Kember & Leung, 2006; Smith & 
Bath, 2006) and the research (Barrie, 
2004; 2007) into the reasons why 
individuals are unlikely to implement 
graduate attributes curricula or 
policies, by considering the nature of 
the institutional system and context, 
in which an academic’s individual 
conceptions and understandings 
of graduate attributes and teaching 
practice are enacted. 

The GAP Initiative 
The project drew on published 
research, the experience and insights 
of a group of international experts, 
data from policy documents and 
publically available reports (AUQA) 
from all 39 Australian universities, 
and interview data provided by the 36 
participating universities. Engagement 
with the project was comprehensive - 
only two universities did not respond 
to the invitation to participate in the 
interviews and only one university 
was not represented amongst the more 
than 330 participants in the three 
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to include the article in this issue by Kate 
Thomson in which she sets out her proposal 
to investigate how academics talk about 
teaching in a research-intensive university. 
If there is anyone also just starting out on 
a research project and would like to write 
about it please contact me. You never know 
who could provide you with useful leads 
after reading your article.

The Australian Learning and Teaching 
Council continues to encourage teaching 
through its citation and awards programme. 
Several HERDSA members have received 
citations and awards and we are pleased to 
honour them in this issue.

HERDSA Fellows have been writing about 
the value of the Fellowship programme in 
their professional development in previous 
issues and this time Gillian Hallam reports 
on her experiences and the unexpected 
way things turned out for her. I hope that 
reading about these experiences may inspire 
some readers to enrol in the programme.

Finally at the conclusion of a busy academic 
year it is good to relax and laugh over the 
humorous side of academic life through 
Bob Cannon’s latest Meanderings column. 
Thanks Bob for some great things you have 
uncovered for us to chuckle over, we look 
forward to more in 2010.

Roger Landbeck

I feel fortunate that for this issue I have been 
able to gather articles which cover a broad 
spectrum of topics in higher education. 
Thus there is a group of articles reporting 
on major issues like graduate attributes and 
attrition from university courses. Then there 
is a group of articles which broadly report 
an aspect of research into teaching. Thus we 
have a report of a cognitive mapping device 
in first year physics, a strategy to support 
students who fail assessment items during 
their first semester and the use of technology 
in teacher training. It would be good to 
have more articles reporting research in the 
disciplines which is an area the HERDSA 
Executive would like to encourage in the 
annual conference. If you are involved in 
projects which research teaching in your 
discipline please contact me.

The organisation of academic development 
in institutions continues to go through 
cycles, some of which we have seen before. 
So the experiment of appointing Fellows in 
all faculties at the University of New South 
Wales, which is described in one article, is 
another variant to be tried It is to be hoped 
that the experiment is allowed to run long 
enough to be thoroughly evaluated since it 
seems to be working well.

Some years back we ran a series of articles 
in which those just embarking on a research 
project wrote a brief description of their 
proposed investigation. Unfortunately after 
a time the submissions dried up so it is good 

From the Editor

Errors. Two URL’s have been found not to work on Page 9 and 21. They 

have been identified with an asterisk. Readers are kindly requested to contact 

the authors for the correct address. The Editor regrets he has been unable to 

obtain the correct address in the time available before publication
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phases of national symposia held to develop 
the GAP framework and establish the 
community of practice. In addition, in the 
third phase of the project, this engagement 
expanded to include a network of 20 
Scottish universities. 

The project identified a GAP framework of 
eight interacting systemic elements which 
impact on an institution’s efforts to foster 
curriculum renewal to achieve graduate 
attributes. The importance of underlying 
conceptions already identified in previous 
research was underlined in the framework. 
The elements of the framework include:

1. Conceptions: The different 
understandings people have about the 
very nature of graduate attributes have 
been shown to influence how they write 
policy, design curriculum and approach 
the development of graduate attributes.

2. Stakeholders: Various groups (e.g., 
policy makers, students, curriculum 
developers, marketers, professional 
associations, industry groups) have 
different stakes in the articulation and 
development of graduate attributes.

3. Implementation: The way a university 
coordinates and approaches the 
implementation of its graduate attribute 
policy is often neglected.

4. Curriculum: Curriculum planning for 
graduate attribute development, general 
curriculum structure (e.g., modular, 
postgraduate entry) and pedagogical 
features (e.g., PBL, WIL) influence the 
development of graduate attributes.

5. Assessment: The explicit embedding 
of graduate attributes in assessment is 
essential for policy implementation.

6. Quality Assurance: The way a higher 
education system, university or 
discipline monitors and assures the 
development of graduate attributes is 
one of the most influential drivers of 
effective implementation.

7. Staff Development: The way a university 
enables and engages staff in efforts to 
foster graduate attributes contributes to 
implementation effectiveness.

8. Student Centred: No matter how much 
effort universities put into teaching 

graduate attributes, the strategy has 
not worked unless it is perceived by 
students to have actively engaged them 
in developing worthwhile attributes.

In fostering and developing a scholarly 
community the project brought together 
338 members of university communities 
over the course of the three rounds of 
symposia. The first of these focussed 
on bringing together the key graduate 
attributes contacts, typically from teaching 
and learning or careers units, to support the 
development of the framework. The second 
round of symposia focussed on connecting 
the members of 24 ALTC project teams 
- either those working on aspects of 
curriculum renewal relevant to graduate 
attributes or working on graduate attributes 
initiatives in different disciplines - to develop 
some common understandings, share ideas 
and forge collaborations. The final round of 
symposia brought together interested local 
networks in different states into a National 
GAP network and linked this network to 
a network of Scottish institutions to share 
resources and develop new collaborations. 
Ninety such collaborative expressions 
of intent were generated at these events 
alone. The international network linkages 
continue to develop even though the GAP 
project is now completed. 

Resources
The National GAP hoped to contribute to 
the reinvigoration of Graduate Attributes 
led curriculum renewal and debate within 
Australian universities. In part this was 
through the establishment of a network of 
experts and strategic learning and teaching 
leaders with a shared scholarly basis from 
which to engage in curriculum renewal to 
foster graduate attributes. In achieving that 
outcome the project developed the following 
resources to support practitioners within the 
Australian HE sector in advancing debate 
and practice around graduate attributes:

• A set of eight GAP Issues papers based 
on the analytical framework developed 
in the data collection phase of the 
project; 

• Guidelines for using the eight issues 
papers as professional development and 

strategic planning and implementation 
resources;

• Extracts from a scan of current practice 
illustrating variation in relation to each 
of the eight GAP Issues; 

• A searchable database of university 
graduate attributes statements gathered 
during the data collection phase; 

• A digital “Good Practice” repository 
of posters representing the work of 
79 teams of practitioners, leaders and 
researchers, and students from Australia, 
Scotland and Hong Kong; 

• A digital repository of practical 
implementation ideas generated by 
interview respondents and by symposia 
participants;

• A digital resource of video presentations 
from the GAP symposia for use in future 
academic development and curriculum 
review activities; and

• A National GAP website was established 
to facilitate access to project resources 
and to support the development of 
a national community of practice 
http://www.itl.usyd.edu.au/projects/
nationalgap/introduction.htm 

These resources were collaboratively 
developed in the context of creating an 
engaged international network of graduate 
attributes expertise. In establishing this 
network the National GAP initiative: 

• Brought together key people working 
in the graduate attributes field as 
practitioners, researchers or institutional 
leaders in Australia and overseas; 

• Facilitated the sharing of current and 
recent ALTC project work on graduate 
attributes; 

• Provided opportunities and impetus for 
national and international collaborations;

• Connected different stakeholder groups 
with each other; in particular the project 
engaged students as active members of 
the international network; and

• Connected members of the GAP 
network with national debates and 
emerging priorities such as “Assurance 
of Discipline Standards”.

The National GAP: Institutional Systems and Curriculum 
Renewal to Achieve Graduate Attributes
from page 1
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this project to be undertaken. I would also 
like to thank everybody who has been part of 
the National GAP initiative, my colleagues 
Claire Hughes and Calvin Smith who have 
helped lead this study, our project officer 
Kate Thomson and most importantly those 
members of the GAP network who shared 
their expertise and the outcomes from their 
own scholarly work so generously. It has 
been a delight to work with you all, and I 
have learnt much from the experience. 
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underway in Australian universities and 
many more currently being developed. There 
are several emerging (inter)national agendas 
which are driving this re-connection with 
graduate attributes. Not the least of these is 
a renewed interest in both outcomes-based 
and values-based educational approaches 
to curriculum design. When this interest 
is combined with an accompanying 
national and international agenda relating 
to the assurance of program level learning 
outcomes through the development of 
discipline standards, graduate attributes 
are once again centre stage. Australian 
universities’ contextualised disciplinary 
and faculty based statements of graduate 
attributes provide a basis for all of these 
initiatives, which those within universities 
have been quick to identify. Indeed it was 
apparent from the last round of symposia 
that the many members of the GAP 
network had been active contributors to 
the recent debate on academic standards 
and are ideally positioned to contribute 
to ongoing work in this area, as graduate 
attributes constitute statements of core 
discipline learning outcomes. At a national 
level however there remains a disturbing 
tendency in some quarters to perceive 
graduate attributes as de-contextualised 
generic skills, somehow disconnected to 
discipline knowledge and learning. 

In moving forwards, perhaps the most 
significant challenge facing universities 
working on graduate attributes (and 
indeed I suspect on any aspect of teaching 
and learning) is the need to work in a 
way which supports university staff in 
engaging with the graduate attributes 
curriculum renewal in an intellectual and 
scholarly way, rather than a technical and 
bureaucratic way. It is certainly clear to 
me that fulfilling the promise of graduate 
attributes claims for staff and students - 
will not be achieved by surveys, audits or 
compliance and manipulation approaches. 
Instead it requires universities to create a 
culture and system which supports complex 
intellectual engagement by all members 
in the endeavour. Hopefully the GAP 
framework will provide one way of thinking 
about and reflecting on what such a system 
might look like. 

For me the next stage of my work will be 
an ALTC application to support a new 
initiative working with students to create 
more meaningful engagement by that 
group with curriculum renewal for graduate 
attributes. In closing I would like to take 
this opportunity to thank the ALTC for the 
funding support provided which enabled 

A key to fostering sustainable scholarly 
engagement in curriculum renewal 
to achieve graduate attributes within 
universities, and across the sector, is a 
strategy for developing a shared, complex 
understanding of the issues involved. Such 
shared understandings are “complex” in 
that they do not suggest a single correct 
view – rather the complexity of multiple 
perspectives that is the hallmark of a scholarly 
community. With this in mind, the project 
has developed a series of short, 2 – 3 page, 
“issues papers” on each of the elements of 
the GAP framework. These papers outline 
some of the key considerations in relation to 
each of the eight elements of a university’s 
efforts to renew curricula to achieve 
graduate attributes. The papers can be read 
as a set, or each read individually. Each 
“issues paper” is accompanied by reflective 
prompts and triggers which can be used 
by an individual reader or as a structured 
learning activity in organised events – e.g., 
curriculum planning meetings, discussion 
groups or graduate certificate courses. Of 
course a key resource developed by the 
project is the community of individuals 
across Australia (and Scotland) who are 
informed and engaged in collaborating in 
the task of curriculum renewal to achieve 
graduate attributes. 

The resources developed by the project 
are available to support further graduate 
attribute activity and to promote national 
and international collaborations, indeed 
the website has received over 12000 unique 
visits, with the number of visits doubling in 
the past twelve months. The resources on 
the website include the GAP Issues papers 
which can be downloaded as a booklet. 
Printed copies of the booklet can also be 
obtained on request from the project team. 
The website also provides access to the 
digital posters reporting on local graduate 
attributes initiatives which have been shared 
amongst the GA community in Australia 
and in Scotland. The abstracts and/or slides 
from the 20 publications, conference papers 
and international and national keynotes 
at which the project has been reported 
can also be downloaded from the site. 
Interested members of the higher education 
community can also join the GAP network 
and mailing list via the site.

Where to Next for GAP? 
Over the last two years of this project I 
have been struck by the depth and quality 
of engagement in graduate attributes 
curriculum renewal by colleagues across the 
sector. There are many excellent initiatives 
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By Christina David 

The B Factor Project: Understanding Academic 
Staff Beliefs about Graduate Attributes – a progress 
update

This is a brief report of an investigation 
which is closely related to the National 
GAP Project described above

Preliminary findings from an ALTC 
funded project may help explain why 
universities still seem to struggle with 

successfully and meaningfully embedding 
graduate attributes across curricula, 
despite an acknowledgement that they 
are important. Data from The B Factor 
Project: Understanding Academic Staff 
Beliefs about Graduate Attributes (www.
rmit.edu.au/bfactor), shows that although 
most academics surveyed believe graduate 
attributes are important, there exists a 
considerable gap between believing this and 

then having the confidence and willingness 
to teach and assess them in their courses. 

The study surveyed academics across 16 
Australian universities. The findings show 
interesting differences regarding which 
attributes academics in the sample believe 
are important and indicate that even when 
an attribute is considered important, there 
may not be a correspondingly high level of 
willingness to teach and assess it. The data 
also reveals that the academics’ personal 
expectations and views are central to the 
degree to which they will teach graduate 
attributes in the context of their discipline. 
This research raises questions not only about 
academics’ confidence and willingness to 
teach generic attributes but also about the 

efficacy and wisdom of traditional change 
approaches used by universities to further 
the graduate attributes agenda.

Preliminary survey data formed the focus 
of debate and discussion at a recent round 
of state workshops held across Australia to 
which learning and teaching leaders from 
the 16 universities were invited.

The project’s final report will be released 
in November. The project team includes 
Barbara de la Harpe, RMIT University 
(9925 2228), Jan Thomas, Murdoch 
University, Helen Dalton, University of 
New South Wales and Christina David, 
RMIT University (9925 9719).

Contact: Christina.david@rmit.edu.au

Forthcoming HERDSA Guides
Recently	the	HERDSA	Guide	Conducting Tutorials	was	published	in	a	revised	edition	by	

Kathryn	Sutherland	working	with	the	original	author,	Jackie	Lublin.	

Now	the	Guide	on	Assessment	and	the	one	on	Lecturing	are	to	be	revised.	

They	are	likely	to	be	ready	mid	2010.	

Watch	for	announcements	on	the	website	

www.herdsa.org.au	

and	on	the	weekly	email	list.
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Professor Martin Shanahan with Prof 
Ken Adams, Prof Paul Kershaw and Prof 
Eric Meyer, University of South Australia 

2009 Award for Teaching Excellence in 

Law, Economics, Business and Related 

Studies 

Martin Shanahan is Dean of Research in 
the Division of Business and Associate 
Professor in the School of Commerce. 

Martin has taught economics at universities 
since 1982 when he began as a tutor, and 
has taught all year levels, and in most modes 
including face-to-face, external (on-line and 
paper-based), via Open University and to 
visiting classes from Thailand and Austria. 
The Learning to Learn team of Martin 
Shanahan, Ken Adams, Paul Kershaw and 
Eric Meyer devised and embedded, in a first 
year economics course, a research-based 
process that develops first-year students’ 
awareness of their own approach to 
learning. Their desire was to support more 
students pass first-year economics. The team 
surveyed hundreds of students to produce 
a psychometric inventory of statements 
about their learning. They then developed a 
web-based learning inventory that provides 
extensive in-course learning exercises and 
activities. Immediate personalised feedback 
supports students in analysing, reflecting 
on, and writing about their own personal 
approach to learning early in the course.

Dr Robyn Nash, Queensland University 
of Technology

2009 ALTC Award for Teaching 

Excellence in Biological Sciences, Health 

and Related Studies 

Robyn Nash is the Assistant Dean 
(Teaching & Learning) in the Faculty of 
Health and Director of Academic Programs 
(Undergraduate) in the School of Nursing 
and Midwifery. 

Robyn joined QIT as a full-time tutor for the 
first ever undergraduate nursing course in 
the higher education sector in Queensland, 
and has played a key role in the evolution of 
undergraduate nursing at QIT/QUT since 
then. Over that time she has taught most 
of the theoretical and clinical components 
of the course and an inestimable number 
of nursing students. Robyn’s sustained 
commitment to scholarly teaching arises, 
in part, from studies that she undertook 
many years ago in the Diploma of Applied 
Science (Nursing Education) course that 
she completed at QIT. She found the 
academic staff who were teaching at the 
time to be inspirational in their dedication 
to high quality teaching and learning, and 
the values and ideals that they espoused 
have remained with her ever since. She 
continues to teach undergraduate students 
in the Bachelor of Nursing course because 
she genuinely loves and feels privileged to 
still be teaching students.

HERDSA Members Win ALTC Awards

Dr Margaret Lloyd, Queensland 
University of Technology 

2009 ALTC Award for Teaching  

Excellence in the Social Sciences

Margaret Lloyd is a Senior Lecturer 
in the School of Maths, Science 
and Technology Education 

with a specialisation in ICT education. 
At present she is seconded as a Learning 
and Teaching Developer positioned in the 
Faculty of Education. 

Margaret feels very fortunate to work in a 
field which excites and engages her. She came 
into tertiary teaching – almost accidentally 
- after 20 years in a secondary classroom. 
She now teaches teachers, working in the 
Faculty of Education at QUT, and delights 
in passing on her experience and ongoing 
passion for teaching to the next generation 
of teachers. She has enjoyed the opportunity 
to teach both under-graduate and post-
graduate courses at QUT and also to work 
in offshore programs in Vietnam, Malaysia 
and Singapore. Her specialist field is ICT in 
education and she has specific responsibility 
for the preparation of senior secondary 
information technology teachers. A number 
of drivers underpin this work but perhaps 
the most dominant is her concern for 
each of her students to develop a personal 
professional identity. 

This year three members of HERDSA received awards for excellence in teaching from the Australian Learning and Teaching Council. 
HERDSA News congratulates Dr Margaret Lloyd, Dr Robyn Nash, and Prof Martin Shanahan.
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environmental sustainability and ecological 
justice into their professional practice.

Dr. Catherine Sutton-Brady, University 
of Sydney working with Nicole 
Stegemann,   University of Western 
Sydney. For enhancing student learning in 
marketing through innovative assessments 
and holistic curriculum development. 

and apologise to them. Their names and 
citations were:

Peter Jones, working as team, with Robyn 
Lynn. The citation reads: For sustained 
and innovative effort in engaging and 
motivating social work and community 
welfare students to integrate concepts of 

Australian Learning and 
Teaching Council (ALTC) 
Citations for 2009
In the September issue of HERDSA News 
we published a list of HERDSA members 
who had been awarded ALTC Citations. 
Unfortunately we missed a few members 

Resources from an ALTC Fellowship focussed on the supervision of higher degree research in the 
technology disciplines
Christine Bruce has recently completed an ALTC Fellowship focussed on the supervision of higher degree research in the technology 
disciplines at the Queensland University of Technology. 
She would like to share materials which have been developed as part of this Fellowship. Of the materials listed below, Item 4, Summary and 
Recommendations,  and Item 5 Supervisor Resource, offer the simplest entry into the available resources. 

 Resource type Title
Discussion  
Papers 

1.      Bruce, C.  & Stoodley, I.  (2009) Fellowship plan and conceptual framework. Brisbane: QUT.   
http://eprints.qut.edu.au/28533/

2.      Bruce, C., Stoodley, I.  & Gasson, S.  (2009) A review of the conversations and their content Brisbane: QUT. 
http://eprints.qut.edu.au/28535/

3.      Bruce, C.  & Stoodley, I. (2009) A pedagogical framework for the technology disciplines.   Brisbane: QUT. 
http://eprints.qut.edu.au/28536/

4.      Bruce, C., Bell, J., Gasson, S., Geva, S., Kruger, K., Oloyede, K., O’Shea, P., Stoodley, I., Raymond, K. & Wissler, R. (2009) Summary 
and recommendations. Brisbane: QUT. http://eprints.qut.edu.au/28537/

Supervisor  
Resources 

5.      Bruce, C.  & Stoodley, I. (2009) Resource for supervisors. Brisbane: QUT. http://eprints.qut.edu.au/28542/6.       
         Bruce, C.  & Stoodley, I. (2009) Student resources for the use of supervisors. Brisbane: QUT. http://eprints.qut.edu.au/28585/

Cases 7.      Bruce, C. & Stoodley, I. (2009) Cases from the technology disciplines. Brisbane: QUT. http://eprints.qut.edu.au/28582/

The Supervisor Resources are useful for both new and experienced supervisors.  All the resources have been developed through conversations 
with technology supervisors, and their “words” have been used to represent supervisory ideas, many of which are common across disciplines. 
They are freely available for anyone to use via the ALTC exchange. 

Availability 
a) QUT E-prints links are provided to the key papers above.     

b) The ALTC Exchange Site http://www.altcexchange.edu.au/group/pedagogy-supervision-technology-disciplines contains a comprehensive 
suite of materials from the Fellowship, including word (.docx) versions of supervisor resources to allow individuals or groups to modify 
them for their own use. The ALTC Exchange Site also contains sections containing the Supervisor Resources and Discussion Papers. 
You will need to “join” the ALTC Exchange in order to use the site, however this is a simple process. If you have difficulties please 
contact the ALTC Exchange.
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The HERDSA Fellowship: Reflecting a Continuum of 
Academic Development

By Gillian Hallam

HERDSA FEllowS Column

This article represents my 
contribution to the HERDSA 
Fellows’ Column, where current 

Fellows have the opportunity to share 
their understanding and experiences of 
the HERDSA Fellowship Program (HRP). 
I was granted the status of HERDSA 
Fellow in 2006, completing the renewal 
process as part of the three-year cycle in 
2009. Inevitably, an individual’s career can 
develop over the space of three years, so it 
has been an interesting exercise to consider 
the flexibility of the HRP to continue to be 
relevant over a dynamic period of time. 

In my own case, the impetus to participate 
in the program was not a sudden decision, 
but rather part of an evolutionary 
journey. I joined Queensland University 
of Technology (QUT) as a lecturer in the 
postgraduate library and information 
management program in 2001, having 
contributed to the course as a casual 
academic for a year or so while I was 
working as an information professional 
in the business and legal sector. My move 
into academia therefore represented a major 
change of career direction, which brought it 
with a considerable mix of excitement and 
uncertainty.   

As one of the strategies to improve the quality 
of learning and teaching, the university 
was encouraging new academic staff to 
study towards the Graduate Certificate in 
Education (Higher Education). As a novice 
academic, I found this course to be not 
only highly valuable in helping me better 
understand the theoretical underpinnings 
of education and pedagogy, but also to 
develop practical skills that I could utilise 
in the classroom. Most importantly, the 
course enabled me to develop a deeper 

understanding of critical reflective practice, 
which has served as the foundation for my 
own professional practice. I believe that 
the studying the subject The Reflective 
Practitioner in my first semester as an 
academic has had a profound impact on 
all aspects of my teaching practice and has 
determined the direction my career has 
taken.

The main assignment in this subject was 
the development of a teaching portfolio, 
utilising the requirements for Teacher 
Accreditation offered by the Staff and 
Education Development Association 
(SEDA) in the United Kingdom. This 
development and recognition framework 
has since been replaced by SEDA’s own 
Fellowship program which extends beyond 
recording levels of professional competence: 
“To undertake it is to ‘practice what we 
preach’: reflective practice is at the heart 
of the values of staff and educational 
development” (Dr Liz Beaty, FSEDA). 
So, within a few months of commencing 
my new career, I was developing the skills 
to critically reflect on the design of my 
teaching programs, the approaches to 
learning and teaching and their effectiveness 
in different contexts and with diverse 
cohorts of students, the range of assessment 
techniques offered to students, as well as 
strategies for evaluating my work and my 
own developmental needs. From the outset, 
therefore, I believe my teaching became a 
scholarly process, whereby evidence was 
collected, collated and disseminated to 
demonstrate the value and effectiveness of 
my work and to express the ways in which 
new knowledge can contribute to the 
improvement of my own practice.

I am certain that the work put into the 
portfolio as a tool to capture my learning 
journey prepared me to take advantage 
of developmental opportunities within 
the university, such as nominations for 
teaching excellence awards, applications for 
learning and teaching grants and academic 
promotion, all of which have enriched 
my life and career. The ability to draw 
on and provide evidence of my scholarly 
teaching bolstered my nomination to 
serve as QUT Teaching Fellow in 2004, 
focusing on student assessment issues. The 
fellowship undoubtedly served to deepen 
my understanding of the principles and 
practice of assessment, particularly the 
features of criterion referenced assessment. 
During the period of the QUT Fellowship, 
there had been some discussion about the 
HFP. I felt it was the next step in the natural 
progression of my career – and at the time 
I thought, rather naively, that it would 
probably not involve too much extra time 
and effort to achieve!

The authors of earlier columns in this 
HERDSA Fellowship column have 
highlighted the hurdles they faced in 
preparing for the Fellowship. I found that 
one of the most challenging aspects was to 
articulate the detail of my work practices and 
the value of the outcomes to an objective 
audience who was not familiar with my 
discipline. All too often, conversations 
about learning and teaching took place 
within the faculty corridors, amongst peers 
and colleagues who understood the learning 
goals, the relevant professional standards, 
the desired graduate outcomes and 
employability factors, as well as knowing the 
students themselves. As an effort to address 
these challenges, I attended academic 
development workshops and conference 
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known as the Australian ePortfolio Project 
(AeP). My role in teaching diminished 
considerably, overtaken by the demands of 
research and project management. My own 
observations echoed Merran Govinder’s, 
“I was totally unaware that a HERDSA 
Fellowship would encourage my experiences 
with the leadership process until I engaged 
with the process”. We are often encouraged 
to consider the “unanticipated outcomes” 
of our work - while the leadership 
opportunities that have emerged were 
unanticipated rather than planned, I believe 
that the cognitive processes developed 
through the HFP contributed the invitation 
to play the role I currently have.

As I faced these fresh challenges, HERDSA 
was also initiating the Fellowship renewal 
process. Initially I felt that perhaps the 
HERDSA Fellowship would cease to have 
direct relevance to my new responsibilities. 
However, when I revisited the Fellowship 
criteria, which applicants must respond 
to and provide evidence about when they 
submit their portfolio, I found that they in 
fact resonate strongly with the research we 
have undertaken in the area of ePortfolio 
practice. The AeP project team has 
focused on issues dealing with the use of 
ePortfolios in teaching and assessment that 
demonstrates a concern for and supports 
student learning. The student-centred 
nature of ePortfolio learning intrinsically 
acknowledges student diversity and it 
has been argued that the innovative use 
of ePortfolios should be embedded in the 
curriculum, rather than randomly tacked on 
to learning activities. Importantly, the AeP 
project, through research and scholarship, 
has considered the wider contexts for 
teaching and academic development. Thus, 
while I was recently pondering the degree 
of ongoing relevance of the Fellowship to 
my present career activities, particularly 
in terms of monitoring my future 
developmental needs, it has been reassuring 
to find that the validity of the Fellowship 
criteria is not limited to the immediate 
context of discipline-specific teaching, 
but can be transferred within and across 
different academic contexts. 

events that discussed the key issues in 
contexts beyond my own. The program 
and resources for one of my subjects were 
also submitted to an external pilot review 
of teaching and learning, so that I could 
receive third party feedback on the different 
angles of my work. This formative feedback 
was very useful as it presented perspectives 
that extended beyond the home territory, 
thus pushing me beyond the usual comfort 
zones. Like Merran Govindir (HERDSA 
News, April 2009), I found the opportunity 
for mentoring very beneficial, as it offered 
a supportive context for exploring and 
discussing the content and argument of 
the portfolio I was creating. The interest 
and support provided by my Fellowship 
colleagues through our teleconferences have 
also had a positive impact. 

My work on the Fellowship portfolio 
coincided with a major initiative at QUT 
to develop a Student ePortfolio. My own 
students were part of the pilot study, to 
consider the ePortfolio requirements for 
postgraduate coursework students. As part 
of the QUT Fellowship arrangements, I 
had been given a site within the learning 
management system (LMS) that could be 
used to support my fellowship work. This 
situation, plus my direct involvement in 
the QUT project, meant that I was eager to 
prepare an electronic portfolio, rather than 
a paper-based portfolio. As so many of the 
teaching resources that I had prepared and 
used existed electronically in the LMS, it 
seemed a logical step to create a portfolio 
that could directly link to the artefacts and 
evidence. I was advised that to date, no 
Fellowship applications had been prepared 
as ePortfolios, but the committee was 
prepared to test the waters. Admittedly, 
there were a few initial concerns about 
access to the QUT systems, but solutions 
were quickly found.

With one of those ironic twists and turns 
in life’s journey, my academic career took a 
change of direction in 2007 when I was asked 
to lead a national project commissioned 
by the Australian Learning and Teaching 
Council, to investigate the use of ePortfolios 
by students in Australian higher education, 
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The Whole of University Experience Project: Lessons 
on Attrition From First Year and Beyond

By Lesley Willcoxson

Building on what we know about 
the first year experience, the Whole 
of University Experience project 

is uncovering new information about 
the factors affecting attrition in the first, 
second and third year of a university degree. 
Funded by the Australian Learning and 
Teaching Council, the project has surveyed 
and interviewed students in the first, second 
and third year of Business degree studies 
in six diverse universities – University 
of the Sunshine Coast (lead institution), 
Griffith University, University of Southern 
Queensland, Monash University, University 
of South Australia, and Murdoch 
University. Survey and interview data have 
now been collected in 2008 and 2009 and 
will be collected again in 2010, enabling 
the tracking of the 2008 first year cohort 
in each university and across universities 
as those students progress through 
their degrees. With over 5,000 survey 
responses to date, the data will also enable 
comparisons within and across universities 
between the experiences of first year, second 
year and third year students, and between 
the experiences of students in a particular 
year over a three year period.

What Did We Expect to Find?
Research into attrition and retention 
highlights the pivotal role of both the 
student’s personal background and the 
student’s interactions with the institution. 
Tinto (1993) explains attrition in terms 
of the student’s failure to integrate into an 
institution’s social and academic systems, 
and suggests that retention is achieved 
through the development of student 
commitment to studies and the institution, 
the building of appropriate expectations, 
academic and social engagement, and 
feedback and support (Tinto & Pusser, 
2006). Bean (1980) describes attrition as 
a consequence of background variables 

(e.g., student prior academic performance, 
socioeconomic status) and organisational 
determinants (e.g., student perceptions of 
the degree’s practical value, the opportunity 
cost of study, institutional quality, fairness 
of treatment, helpfulness of advice; as well 
as student GPA, major, goal commitment, 
relationships with staff and other students, 
work commitments and involvement in 
campus activities). 

Research into first year attrition in 
Australia has confirmed the role in attrition 
of prior academic performance, GPA, 
academic and psychological readiness, 
academic integration, and conflicting work 
commitments (Scott et al., 2008; Long et 
al., 2006; Queensland Studies Authority 
2004; Peel et al., 2004). First year attrition, 
however, represents only one part of 
the attrition picture: although averaged 
attrition rates indicate first year attrition of 
16.9% of commencing students (DEEWR, 
2007), OECD figures indicate a completion 
rate in Australian universities of only 72% 
(OECD, 2009). In general, the amount 
of attrition that occurs in second year is at 
least half of that which occurs in first year 
(DEST, 2004) and further attrition occurs 
in third year, with the consequence that 
some universities graduate fewer than 50% 
of the students who enrolled in first year.

The limited existing research into later year 
attrition suggests that the factors influencing 
later year attrition may be different to that 
influencing first year attrition. In the U.S.A. 
Mohr et al. (1998) found that although 
students nominated financial problems, 
transfer to another university, academic 
difficulties, family responsibilities, personal 
problems, and poor advising or teaching as 
principal reasons for withdrawal, thematic 
analysis identified four key dimensions 
leading to dissatisfaction: institutional 
alienation (e.g., feeling uncared for), 
dissatisfaction with guidance and access to 

information, dissatisfaction with quality of 
education, and dissatisfaction with policies 
and facilities. In Australia Peel et al. (2004) 
found that later year students were more 
likely to report course dissatisfaction as a 
key factor in withdrawal, contrasting with 
the issues of transition, commitment and 
motivation and integration reported by first 
year students.

What Have We Found So Far?
Analysis of our 2008 and 2009 data has so 
far focused on similarities and differences in 
the factors associated with attrition: 1) in 
the first, second and third year of studies, 2) 
of international and domestic students, and 
3) across universities. This third avenue of 
investigation provides necessary context for 
the following discussion of our findings so I 
will address this first. 

Lessons from national studies

Despite the appeal of generalised 
conclusions drawn from national studies, 
our results indicate that caution needs to 
be exercised when aggregating results from 
student experience or attrition research 
across universities, or when extrapolating 
findings from single-university studies to 
other institutions. We have found that 
some factors associated with attrition 
are shared by some universities, but that 
fundamentally each of the six universities 
has an individual “attrition profile”. 
Similarities and differences in factors 
associated with likelihood of leaving before 
completing a degree are not predictable 
on the basis of type of institution (e.g., 
regional, urban, ATN, Go8), and only 
to some extent on the basis of student 
characteristics (e.g., university entrance 
score). Primarily, attrition seems to be a 
consequence of student commitment to the 
degree combined with specific institutional 
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of teaching is a major influence on 
domestic and international students’ sense 
of belonging in all four universities, and in 
two of the four universities self-efficacy and 
facilities and services influence domestic 
student, but not international student, 
sense of belonging.

Next Steps
Currently members of the project team 
are working on developing a 25-item 
questionnaire that will enable universities 
to determine the salient factors in attrition 
within their own institutions, and to 
benchmark retention-related performance. 
Over the coming year, more data will be 
collected and new analyses will throw light on 
issues associated with attrition and retention 
through the three years of Bachelor degree 
study. If you are interested in following the 
project, visit the ALTC Exchange website 
at http://www.altcexchange.edu.au/group/
whole-university-experience-retention-and-
attrition-first-year-and-beyond.
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departure are still focussing on university 
status and reasons for being at university but 
now report time management difficulties, 
especially relating to social life. For second-
year-first-semester students perceptions of 
insufficient academic ability, health issues 
and loneliness are major determinants of 
departure, but lack of purpose in studies 
and lack of helpful feedback on assessment 
tasks are also issues. Some of these first 
semester issues remain in second semester, 
but there is a renewed focus on teacher 
enthusiasm and support.  

While it is not appropriate to extrapolate 
specific results to other universities, the 
finding that factors associated with attrition 
are differentiated by year and semester 
of study is generalisable, and universities 
seeking to implement effective retention 
programs need to investigate and respond 
to such differences.

International vs domestic student attrition
Factor analysis was used to derive from the 
data five factors associated with experience 
of university: engagement, quality of 
teaching, facilities and services, self-efficacy 
and uni/life balance. 

The aggregated data for all six universities 
suggest that there is some difference in 
the factors associated with domestic and 
international student dropout, but no 
difference in the factors associated with 
satisfaction or sense of belonging. For 
international students intention to leave is 
more strongly associated with poor facilities 
and services whereas for domestic students, 
intention to leave is associated with lack of 
engagement and, to a lesser extent, with low 
self-efficacy and difficulties related to uni/
life balance.  

Comparison of four of the six universities, 
however, paints a different picture: 1) factors 
affecting intention to leave are similar 
for domestic and international students 
– at one university they are the same; at 
two others they are different only in that 
domestic student, but not international 
student, intention to leave is associated 
with lack of engagement and self-efficacy; 
and at the fourth university they are the 
same except that lack of engagement is a 
predictor of international student attrition 
but not domestic student attrition; 2) the 
adequacy of facilities and services influences 
international, but not domestic, student 
satisfaction in two of the four universities, 
and vice versa in the other two; 3) quality 

characteristics that students identify as not 
meeting their needs.

Attrition in First, Second and Third Year 
of Studies
Of the 70 survey items listed, no one 
item appeared as a factor associated with 
attrition in all six universities. However, 
correlation analysis indicated that amongst 
first year students the following factors 
were associated with intention to leave 
before completing a degree in the majority 
of universities: lack of a clear reason for 
attending university, not knowing the type 
of occupation wanted, unapproachable 
teachers, failure to enjoy the intellectual 
challenge of study (5 universities); 
inability to enrol in the degree of choice, 
lack of overall satisfaction, uninteresting 
courses, teachers insensitive to individual 
needs, administrative staff insensitive to 
individual needs, unhelpful feedback on 
assessment tasks, inadequate IT resources, 
perception of workload as too heavy, failure 
to work hard, difficulty in managing time 
effectively, perception of insufficient ability 
to succeed at university, perception that 
analytical skills are not needed to do well, 
feelings of not belonging to the university 
community, and university reputation or 
status (4 universities). 

For second year students intention to 
leave was associated with perception of 
insufficient ability to succeed at university 
(5 universities), lack of a clear reason for 
attending university, unhelpful feedback 
on assessment tasks, and difficulty in 
comprehending the learning material (3 
universities). Amongst third year students 
there was a much greater scattering 
of responses, although perception of 
insufficient ability to succeed at university, 
perception of workload as too heavy and 
difficulty in comprehending the learning 
material featured as factors in intended 
attrition at three universities.

A follow up analysis at one of the six 
universities indicates that not only are 
factors in attrition differentiated by year 
of study, but also by semester of study. For 
example, it was found that first-year-first-
semester students contemplating departure 
focus on issues of personal commitment to 
studies, university status, career direction, 
engagement with learning, teacher and 
admin staff support, and the social 
environment offered by the university. 
By second semester those contemplating 
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Introducing Institutional 
Change 

How an institution embeds best 
practice and scholarly approaches 
to teaching and learning across 

its programs is one of the major tasks for 
teaching and learning in the coming decade 
(Schroeder, 2007; Prosser and Trigwell, 
2008). To date, much of the practical work 
and scholarly musing on this issue has 
focused around three themes; recognition 
and promotion (Skelton, 2007); professional 
development opportunities (Hole, 2006); 
and change agents/champions and 
leadership (Holtham, 2008). The following 
introduces, and provides a brief progress 
report on, one initiative at the University 
of New South Wales that adopted a change 
agent/champion approach. 

Concerned by levels of student satisfaction 
with the quality of teaching and learning 

at UNSW, the University Council in 
1999 made ‘Teaching Quality’ its primary 
strategic focus in the UNSW operational 
plan. The first step in addressing the issue 
was the creation of a new position: Pro-Vice 
Chancellor (Education).   The   leadership 
provided by this strategic appointment saw 
UNSW adopt a new approach to teaching 
and learning improvement. The University 
adopted a staff-centred, communities of 
practice approach as the the best method to 
deliver deep and sustainable change across 
the institution. An Innovative Teaching 
and Educational Technology scheme, a 
new induction program (Foundations of 
University Learning and Teaching) and a 
staff-driven teaching and learning workshop 
scheme (University Network in Teaching 
and Learning) were among these initiatives. 

Subsequent improvements in UNSW’s 
learning and teaching performance 

measures (which have a significant 
component based on student response 
data via CEQ) brought in federal teaching 
quality funding, which supports the current 
Faculty Learning and Teaching Fellows 
Program, launched in 2007. This program 
aimed to embed features of the institution 
level initiatives within faculty organisation. 
Each of the University’s nine faculties 
(including the College of Fine Arts – COFA 
and the Australian Defence Force Academy 
— ADFA) appointed a “Fellow” to “provide 
support, advice and practical assistance to 
the Associate Dean (Education), teaching 
teams and individuals in the faculty in 
relation to the achievement of high priority 
learning and teaching goals/initiatives” 
(UNSW, 2006/7). As well as playing this 
pivotal role within faculties and being the 
conduit between faculties and the central 
Learning and Teaching Unit, the scheme 
was constructed so that the Fellows would 
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in learning and teaching within UNSW 
and calls for participation in national 
and international research communities 
and projects in learning and teaching 
including conferences, ALTC projects, and 
collaborative grant applications. 

From Us to the Sector at Large  
The Fellows initiative is in its third year. We 
have found that although we are faculty-
focused, the time we spend together as a 
groups of Fellows has enabled us to think in 
ways  beyond that of our home disciplines. 
We assert that including the word «teaching» 
in the nomenclature of the role is essential.  
It enables the Fellow to model good practice 
and engenders enormous credibility with 
colleagues charged primarily with teaching 
and associated administration. Critical to 
how we function are our regular Fellowship 
meetings that provide us with insights and 
experiences to enable us to resolve synergies 
in teaching and learning practices. Because 
the first generation of Fellows was drawn 
from internal and external candidates, 
within the group we have extensive corporate 
knowledge from UNSW specifically and 
the higher education sector at large.  

In the current model, the Fellow reports only 
to the Faculty Associate Dean (Education) 
as it is the AD(E) who sets and manages 
the learning and teaching agenda within 
each Faculty.   This reporting structure 
highlights that there is some potential   
tension in how the AD(E) and the Fellow 
relate to each other.  In order to achieve 
maximum traction for affecting change, the 
relationship between the AD(E) must be 
a strong partnership, however a change in 
AD(E) has the potential to have a significant 
impact on role expectations of the Fellow 
and their working relationship. In addition, 
the capability to affect change is limited 
by the academic level of the appointment 
(i.e. the hierarchical academic levels from 
Associate Lecturer at Level A to Professor 
at Level E). Across the sector, positions 
such as ours seem to be appointed at Level 
B and above. The ALTC discipline fellows, 
however, who are charged with operating 
beyond the constraints of the institution 
are largely Level E academics.  Our stance 
is that positions such as this warrant an 
appointment at Level C if there is real 
conviction to the program’s aims. In terms 
of optimising our leadership role, as well 
as continuing the enculturation of our 
colleagues into the SoTL domain, labelling 

negotiated teaching responsibilities. A 
minimum of one day per week on discipline 
specific research with associated funding is 
expected, although this has not always been 
available due to exigencies in some faculties. 
In our opinion, allotted time for reflection 
and research activity is vital.  

Certain other aspects of the general 
description require negotiation at faculty 
level. These include the length of the 
appointment, a decision on internal or 
external recruitment for the position and 
the formal affiliation of the Fellow with 
a school within the faculty. Critical to 
the discussion is the decision at faculty 
level to rotate the role to support both 
individual career development as well as 
the advancement of corporate capacity in 
learning and teaching leadership. Specific 
faculty-based responsibilities may vary. 
For example, the extent to which this 
position would be formally responsible 
for running staff development programs at 
the level of faculty, such as staff induction 
programs and sessional staff training, is 
open to negotiation. While a number of 
the first generation Fellows are involved 
in sessional staff training, the position 
description emphasises strategic and 
scholarly leadership rather than academic 
development responsibilities. 

Strategic leadership capabilities are needed 
for the Fellowship role: the Fellows must have 
the requisite  project, people management 
and research skills. This   includes the 
development of professional networks of 
learning and teaching. Critical and reflective 
thinking and articulation to implement and 
manage nominated initiatives are essential 
to the trans-disciplinary collaboration that 
is the hallmark of this Fellowship position. 
The role of the Fellow also involves 
translating the scholarly literature (drawing 
on the scholarship of teaching and teaching 
(SoTL) knowledge), as well as drawing on 
experience of specific discipline cultures and 
knowledge of institutional objectives, so as 
to contribute to the teaching management 
strategy. There is also a need to strengthen 
student engagement initiatives in the 
faculty. Responsibilities further extend to 
the building of nurturing communities 
to link and support academics interested 
in developing their teaching practice and 
publishing learning and teaching research 
within and between faculties. In addition, 
the Fellow position facilitates contributions 
to staff development and award courses 

form a  group able to work in depth across 
discipline boundaries, with fewer formal 
representative responsibilities than Associate 
Deans. This was supported through regular 
whole day workshops/meetings between 
the Fellows on a fortnightly (later monthly) 
basis. This dimension of the scheme has 
been successful; producing strong working 
relationships between the Fellows and more 
formal outputs in the form of publications 
and conference papers. 

Learning and Teaching 
Fellows   
In early 2009, the first generation of Fellows 
met at ADFA to reflect on their role and 
their experiences over the first two years. 
This stocktaking process revealed that each 
faculty’s priorities had shaped the role in 
different ways. Addressing this emerging 
diversity of responsibilities and activities, 
a document was created;   a position 
description reflecting what the Fellows 
saw as the role and responsibilities of such 
a position in an institution.  While it was 
used by one faculty (the Faculty of the 
Built Environment) to secure the first of the 
second generation Fellows to the role, the 
document has been superceded by a formal 
external review of the position in mid-
2009.   The description, however, is still 
valuable as both a document of the types of 
roles that the Fellows have performed and as 
a benchmark from which other institutions 
considering the adoption of such a role 
might take note. 

The position description document sought 
to provide details of the relationships, skills 
and professional networks required in the 
execution of the role. At the institutional 
level, the postition is described as a 
centrally-funded and continuing position, 
overseen in terms of institutional outcomes 
by the Director of Learning and Teaching 
at UNSW and includes a commitment to 
contribute to institution-wide learning 
and teaching initiatives. Importantly, this 
position is seen as a faculty-based, fixed 
term academic role, nominally at senior 
lecturer ranking. Its strength lies in being 
based within the faculty, where, the Fellow 
reports to the Associate Dean (Education) 
(AD(E)) or equivalent on priority learning 
and teaching goals and initiatives in 
accordance with the faculty’s Learning and 
Teaching Plan. The role has an emphasis on 
research rather than teaching commitments 
while allowing for some discretionary and 
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is to draw on the scholarship of learning 
and teaching to ensure best practice and so 
engender scholarly approaches to teaching 
and learning within the faculties, the 
university and, perhaps, across the sector. 
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of the position is critical. The term “Fellow” 
fails to adequately signal our role.  In the 
higher education sector the term “Fellow” 
usually implies a fixed-term project-focused 
position designed to enhance the expertise 
of the incumbent, whereas our position 
is much more about the dissemination of 
expertise. Also, the position label must 
have parity with those is similar positions 
in discipline research.  For this reason, we 
propose a re-labelling of the position from 
“Fellow” to “Director” of Learning and 
Teaching.   

UNSW is now appointing a second 
generation of Fellows to the position. For 
us, this means that we have expanded the 
network of those committed to SoTL at 
UNSW and we expect that this could be 
our catalyst for the formation of a Fellows’ 
network. We expect to continue to work 
collectively and collaboratively particularly 
in identifying discipline differences in 
how the business of learning and teaching 
is practiced. The importance of this is 
enormous if the intent of the Fellow position 
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By Christine Lindstrøm and Manjula D. Sharma

Using Link Maps to Navigate Through the Physics 
Landscape

University students today are not 
what university students used to 
be, and they will keep changing 

in the coming years. If the Bradley Review’s 
target is reached, the fraction of 25-34 
year-olds with at least a bachelor-level 
qualification will rise from 29% in 2008 to 
40% in 2020. With the increasing number 
of students, we will also see an increasing 
heterogeneity in the student cohort. In 
fact, we are already seeing such changes; 
and many of our students are struggling. In 
the past, most students may have prevailed 
regardless of the quality of teaching. Many 
still do, but if the required proportion of 
students is to pass without reducing course 
content or lowering the bar, we need to do 
our best to help the students do their best.

In the School of Physics at the University 
of Sydney the Sydney University Physics 
Education Research (SUPER) group has 
focused on improving physics education for 
two decades. Since 2006, a project on “Link 
Maps” has focused on helping students 
without high school physics in their first 
(and possibly only) year of tertiary physics. 
For many of these students physics is a 
requirement of their degree (roughly 50% 
each year are Bachelor of Medical Science 
students), and so passing physics is crucial.

The School of Physics offers three different 
courses in first semester of first year 
according to students’ physics background. 
One course (the Fundamentals course) is 
designed for students without high school 
physics. In second semester, on the other 
hand, the courses are designed on the basis of 
students’ future plans (whether they intend 
to continue with physics), which results in 
students with different backgrounds taking 
the same courses. The Fundamentals course 
therefore aims to bring students up to speed 
so that they are academically on par with 
students who studied physics in high school; 
the course is therefore not a soft option.

A key challenge the Fundamentals students 
face is to get the overview of the subject 
so they can mentally navigate through the 
different topics and concepts, and focus 
on the relevant material. To help students, 
Link Maps were developed. Link Maps are 
colourful A4 sheets of paper that explicitly 
show the central concepts, relationships, 
and ideas within each topic covered in the 
course. In general, one topic is covered per 
week in lectures, and hence becomes the 
focus in tutorials the following week. Link 
Maps may appear similar to concept maps, 
but this is only on the surface. Physics 
focuses on a few central concepts only, 
and Link Maps are specifically designed to 
reflect this. Thus, the structure of Link Maps 
is informed by the underlying structure of 
physics knowledge.

The Fundamentals course covers the physics 
of mechanics and waves. When developing 
Link Maps, seven concepts were identified 
from the course outline as being central 
to these topics: displacement, velocity, 
acceleration, energy, force, momentum, 
and mass. These concepts were all placed 
on a white A4 sheet of paper and formed 
the fundament sheet on which all Link Maps 
were based. For each Link Map, the concepts 
relevant to the topic were kept whereas the 
remaining concepts were removed. This 
provided a three-dimensional element to the 
Link Maps, because all maps were based on 
the same foundation. Superimposed on the 
fundament sheet would be the important 
relationships (indicated by lines connecting 
concepts and the relevant equation written 
in blue), key definitions (written in purple 
with additional information in brown), and 
any other central information (see Figure 1).

The Link Maps have been implemented 
in weekly 50-minute tutorials, called Map 
Meetings. These are slightly modified 
versions of Workshop Tutorials, which have 
been offered to first year students since 

1995. Workshop Tutorials are constructivist 
student-centred learning environments 
in which students work collaboratively in 
groups of four on a problem sheet provided 
in the tutorial. The problems focus on 
the topic covered in the previous week’s 
lectures, and tutors are available to help. 
These tutorials have been trialed and tested 
by the SUPER group and found to produce 
considerable learning gains for students 
(Sharma, Mendez, & O’Byrne, 2005). 
In contrast, the Map Meetings have more 
structure. They begin with a 15-minute 
summary lecture in which the Link Map 
of the week is constructed. Following 
this, small groups work on problems with 
tutors available to help for approximately 
30 minutes. In the final five minutes the 
tutorial supervisor explains a complex 
problem on the board.

Each Link Map has been broken into three 
to six logically separate parts (e.g., isolating 
definitions and equations), which have 
each been transferred onto transparencies. 
During the summary lecture, the tutorial 
supervisor constructs the Link Map using 
the method of layering, which was developed 
for this purpose. The first transparency is 
placed on an overhead projector and the 
contents discussed. The second transparency 
is subsequently overlaid on the first one. 
The newly added information is discussed, 
and any links to the previous information 
are highlighted. This process is repeated 
until the Link Map is complete. During the 
summary lecture the students have a colour 
copy of the complete map on which they 
can make their own notes.

A pilot study of Link Maps was conducted 
in 2006, with promising results (Lindstrøm 
& Sharma, 2009). In first semester 2007, 
therefore, an experiment was carried out to 
further examine their effectiveness. Of the 
five Fundamentals tutorial classes, two were 
randomly allocated to be Map Meetings 
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of students in the 20-30 mark range. In the 
Workshop Tutorials, 21% of the students 
failed, whereas the corresponding value for 
Map Meetings is only 11%. There is no 
difference, however, in the number of high-
achieving students: 15% of the students in 
both types of tutorials achieved 60 marks 
or more. This result suggests that the Link 
Maps made a difference to those students 
who struggled the most academically.

To explain the findings in the examination 
results we draw on cognitive psychology. 
It is well known that the amount of new 
information a person can cognitively 
process at any given time is severely limited 
(Eysenck & Keane, 2005). By presenting 
the Link Maps using the method of layering, 
students were given material in sizeable 
chunks piece by piece and could thereby 
follow how the map was constructed. 
In addition, the process helped students 
sort out the central from the peripheral 
information, which can at times be difficult 
for students new to a discipline. Lastly, the 
integrated structure of Link Maps explicitly 
model the intricate and interrelated web-
like structure of physics knowledge, thus 
helping students construct their own 
overview of the material covered.

There are two important findings in this 
study. Firstly, students with limited prior 
experience with physics who were challenged 
by the subject, benefitted from the more 
scaffolding learning environment. Secondly, 
a change to a learning environment that 

and the remaining three were assigned 
Workshop Tutorials. 

Attendance at tutorials was voluntary, 
but there was a 2% mark associated with 
attending at least 10 of the 12 tutorials 
throughout the semester. Figure 2 shows 
the weekly attendance at Map Meetings 
and Workshop Tutorials respectively. 
Whereas Workshop Tutorials experienced 
a steady decline, Map Meetings did not. 
This suggests that students found the Map 
Meetings more worthwhile attending and 
believed that these tutorials helped them 
learn physics. 

At the end of the semester the students sat 
the final examination, which counted for 
65% of the course mark. The examination 
has six qualitative questions, each worth 5 
marks, and six more traditional questions 
(quantitative plus some qualitative 
elements), each worth 10 marks. Students 
who achieve less than 30 marks out of 90 are 
at risk of failing the course. Figure 3 shows 
the performance of students who attended 
at least 10 out of 12 tutorials, as these were 
considered to have received “the full tutorial 
treatment”. Sixty six percent and 81% of 
students attending Workshop Tutorials and 
Map Meetings respectively fell into this 
category, whereas 12% and 9% respectively 
dropped out of the course. The UAIs of 
students included in Figure 3 were not 
statistically significantly different between 
the tutorial types. The main difference 
between the two histograms is the number 

Figure 1: Link Map of Momentum and Collisions, week 10 of first semester.

resulted in a positive difference for some 
students did not seem to make a difference 
to others.

The take-home message is therefore that 
we need to consider the characteristics of 
both our current and new students: not 
out of prejudice, but out of respect. If 
we are to develop and provide the most 
beneficial teaching environments, we need 
to know who benefits from what and then 
be prepared to be flexible in our teaching. 
When it comes to tertiary education, one 
size does not fit all.
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Her research aims to help first year 
physics students construct a cohesive 
framework of physics knowledge. She has 
successfully done this by creating colourful 
and integrative “Link Maps”, which are 
implemented in weekly tutorials, called 
“Map Meetings”.

Manjula Sharma completed her PhD 
in physical optics in 1999 and an MEd 
(Research Methods) in 2006, both from 
the University of Sydney. A/Prof Sharma 
has been passionate about physics 
education throughout her career and 
currently supervises PhD students doing 
physics education research projects within 
the School of Physics. She publishes in 
this area, and has led projects funded by 
ALTC and its predecessors and ASISTM. 
She is the Director of the Institute for 
Innovation in Science and Mathematics 
Education (IISME) and heads the 
Sydney University Physics Education 
Research(SUPER) group. She was 
awarded the Vice-Chancellor’s Award 
for Outstanding Teaching in 2006 and 
ALTC Team Citation for Outstanding 
Contributions to Student Learning in 
2008.

Contact: clind@physics.usyd.edu.au

Figure 2: Weekly attendance at Workshop Tutorials and Map Meetings respectively. Note that tutorials started in week 2 of semester.

Figure 3: Histograms of the performance of students who attended at least 10 out of 12 Workshop 
Tutorials and Map Meetings respectively. 
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By Anna Potter

Supporting First Year Students: A Pilot Project to 
Help Students Learn From Early Assessment Failure

Failing a piece of assessment is 
invariably grim; the feelings of 
inadequacy and self-doubt, the 

questioning of one’s choices, the wondering 
what could have been done differently, the 
sheer disappointment of it all. And that’s 
just the marker. For the student whose work 
hasn’t made it over the all-important line, 
failing an assessment item, particularly an 
early one, may be interpreted as a sign that 
they are destined to fail the entire course 
and are probably not cut out for a tertiary 
education. Abandoning their studies and 
assuming the foetal position can seem like 
a logical course of action.

First-year students who are struggling to 
familiarise themselves with the at times 
bewildering conventions of the academy 
(and who amongst us hasn’t been confused 
by the abundance of acronyms employed 
in university-speak?), who may be the first 
in their family to attend university and 
who are also juggling paid work to finance 
their studies are particularly vulnerable 
to the disappointment and confusion 
created by early assessment failure. Further, 
many students have come from a school 
environment where their learning has been 
carefully supported, with multiple draft 
submissions before the final incarnation 
of their assessment item is due. Such 
scaffolding may work well in the school 
environment but it can create a reliance 
on one-on-one feedback throughout the 
writing of the assessment, something which 
isn’t necessarily available at university. 
Combine these factors with some first year 
students’ optimistic belief that a substantial 
piece of writing can be successfully 
completed the night before it’s due and you 
may be looking at failure rates on an early 
assessment item of up to thirty percent. 

Given that the first year foundation course 
I coordinate regularly has enrolments of 
800 students, this rate of failure creates a 

sizeable cohort of demoralised students 
who are vulnerable to attrition. Turning 
such experience of early assessment failure 
into a positive learning experience can be a 
challenge but one which must be overcome 
if universities are to improve retention rates 
while increasing the numbers of Australians 
successfully completing undergraduate 
degrees. 

One strategy to support first years who have 
failed an early assessment that has been 
successfully trialled at my own institution, 
a regional university with a diverse student 
cohort, is the First Assessment, First 
Feedback Early Intervention strategy. Our 
project is based on a program designed 
by Professor Keithia Wilson of Griffith 
University, winner of the 2007 Prime 
Minister’s Award for Australian Teacher of 
the Year. 

I saw Professor Wilson present a paper on her 
initial implementation of the strategy at the 
first Year Pacific Rim Student Conference 
in Hobart last year. Her findings suggested 
that the strategy improves first year students’ 
capacity to self-regulate by enhancing their 
abilities to appraise their own academic 
performance, and moving them from an 
anxiety-based orientation to a problem-
solving task orientation. While Hobart was 
a cold and gloomy place in August, Keithia 
was quite the opposite and her strategy for 
supporting failing students seemed both 
innovative and entirely sensible.

Having successfully bailed up the Deputy 
Vice Chancellor for some funding, I began 
a pilot project of the First Assessment, First 
Feedback Early Intervention Strategy in 
first semester, 2009 in my large, first year 
foundation course, with generous assistance 
from Keithia and Alf Lizzio who conducted 
a day of professional development for the 
course’s teaching team. 

The pilot project worked as follows: students 
who failed or only just passed their first 
major piece of assessment were emailed by 
their tutor in week 8 of semester and invited 
to participate in an academic planning 
process. In my course, the assessment in 
question was a 1000 word formal academic 
essay worth 25 percent of the course’s overall 
marks and we offered the intervention 
to all students who failed, just passed or 
didn’t submit the essay. The students who 
accepted our invitation completed the 
reflective workbook (structured around a 
self-regulation problem solving cycle) we’d 
emailed them with the initial invitation, 
before participating in a 45 minute academic 
advising discussion with their tutor, based 
on their answers to the workbook questions. 
The process concluded with action planning 
and where appropriate, referral to student 
services support. The tutor and student 
stayed in touch via email or class contact to 
maintain a positive momentum.

Our trial of the First Assessment, First 
Feedback Early Intervention strategy had 
very positive results. In strict number-
crunching terms we found that 73 percent 
of students who took part in the academic 
planning discussion had a pass rate or 
higher on their next formal academic essay. 
This compared with students of a similar 
academic ability who did not take part and 
of whom 43% had a pass mark or higher. 
When we looked at overall results in the 
course, we found that of those students 
who took part in the intervention 82 
percent achieved a pass mark or higher. 
This compares with students of a similar 
academic ability who did not take part, of 
whom 56 percent who had a pass mark or 
higher. These are encouraging findings and 
suggest the intervention strategy has real 
merit in terms of helping students identify 
and solve impediments to their academic 
success, self-regulate their behaviour and 
thus achieve improved academic outcomes. 
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chose not to participate. Finally, there has 
to be a political will in the institution to 
put funding into this kind of project, for 
the long term gain of all involved; that is 
the students, those who teach them and the 
institution itself. 

As anyone who works closely with first 
year students can testify, it’s a challenging, 
relentless and at times frustrating pursuit. 
It’s also a rewarding, interesting and 
humbling one. The implementation of 
the First Assessment, First Feedback Early 
Intervention strategy at my own institution 
certainly qualifies for all those adjectives; 
and just like working with first years, there’s 
no doubt the pros outweigh the cons.
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reasons for failure, such as too much paid 
work, socialising or a lack of familiarity with 
academic writing skills, students were able 
to develop concrete strategies to minimise 
these factors, such as doing less paid work, 
less partying and more consultation with 
their tutor or peers prior to assessment 
submission. 

However it wasn’t only the students who 
benefitted from the intervention process, 
the course’s teaching staff did too. By week 
ten of semester (which is when the academic 
planning discussions take place) I often find 
that my reservoirs of empathy and tolerance 
are empting rapidly, particularly when 
coordinating a course containing 800 first 
year students and their myriad demands. 
But spending 45 minutes in a one on one 
discussion with a student who in class earlier 
the same day may have been more irritating 
than interesting, provides the opportunity 
to get to know them, to understand all the 
balls they’re trying to juggle while getting 
themselves through a degree and to feel 
much more well disposed towards them and 
first years in general. 

We’re now looking at introducing the 
intervention strategy more broadly across 
the university early next year and we’ve 
learnt a lot about the process from our first 
trial. First, any implementation is only ever 
going to be as good as the tutors who are 
implementing it, so the tutors need to be as 
committed to the project’s effective use and 
goals as the project leader. In addition, given 
the importance of relationship building 
to the project’s success, it must be the 
student’s own tutor who takes part in the 
academic planning discussion with them. 
Second, the intervention has to be sold in 
an entirely positive light to the students, 
to minimise any possible stigma attached 
to it. However even with the best spin put 
on it, we had a take up rate of 23% or 88 
students, meaning a large cohort who could 
well have benefitted from participation 

However the 14 page workbook also 
yielded a vertigo-inducing amount of data 
which gave us an excellent snapshot both 
of our students’ academic lives, and of 
their feelings after having taken part in the 
academic planning discussions. We know 
for example from Tinto’s work that one of 
the crucial elements for a smooth transition 
to university is a sense of academic and 
social inclusion. On the other hand we’re 
all familiar with the change of atmosphere 
which occurs in a class once marked 
and failed assessment is handed back. 
One minute we’re a happy community 
of learners and our tutor seems like a 
thoroughly good egg, the next students are 
looking you with narrowed eyes and bared 
teeth and you’re wondering if it’s okay 
to walk backwards to the door, smiling 
nervously, before turning on your heel and 
running for your life. A key function of 
the academic planning discussion which 
forms the basis of the First Assessment, 
First Feedback Early Intervention strategy 
is the building of a relationship between 
the tutor and the student. What we found 
was that the students who took part in 
the academic planning discussion with 
their tutor reported significantly increased 
levels of feeling connected to their tutor 
and being able to seek help. They also felt 
more confident, motivated and less likely to 
withdraw from university. 

We were also able to learn a lot about how 
students feel about their assessment results 
while helping them understand the reason 
for their failure and what kind of strategies 
to implement to improve their assessment 
results in future. What emerged was that 
although 99 percent of students understood 
the feedback they received on their essays 
and felt the mark was a fair one, 70 percent 
had expected to do better than they actually 
did and 75 percent were now worried 
that they might not be smart enough for 
university. However having identified 
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By Nicola Dunham

The Virtual Interface: Introducing Students to the 
Virtual Learning Environment

Introduction

With the changing face of tertiary 
education it is typical for 
students to find that they are 

increasingly expected to engage in learning 
through Virtual Learning Environments 
(VLE) such as Moodle. This may be as a 
purely online course or it may be as part 
of a blended teaching and learning package 
consisting of face to face and online 
learning. 

For effective engagement in the VLE it is 
necessary for students to feel equipped 
and ready for its use. This is particularly 
significant given that the student 
demographic is increasingly diverse with 
variation not only across age and culture 
but also in relation to experience with 
VLEs. With this in mind it is regarded as 
essential that students are suitably prepared 
to engage with this form of learning. 

As a lecturer involved with Initial Teacher 
Education, I wanted to foster student 
familiarity with and confidence in the 
use of the VLE as part of their journey 
into becoming academically literate 
at the tertiary level of study. I did this 
through the application of a blended 
learning opportunity which consisted of 
simultaneous virtual & face to face teaching 
and learning with the VLE utilised as an 
interface. 

The VLE as Teaching Interface
The VLE formed the backdrop to class 
based lessons via its constant display on 
the projector screen. By this it is meant 
that the Moodle site that the students 
would be expected to access was used 
within face to face teaching sessions via a 
central projection screen to access teaching 
materials such as PowerPoint slides, lesson 
plans, readings and lesson activities. The 
process of connecting to the VLE was 

consistently actioned in front of learners to 
role model the process, to support student 
access to the system outside of the face to 
face classroom. 

Teaching tools such as PowerPoint’s, 
embedded video clips, images, lesson plans 
including lesson objectives and desired 
learning outcomes were all accessed in class 
via the VLE. This was to enable students to 
see how the resources could be accessed and 
then utilised to enhance their learning. The 
range of teaching resources also supported 
student awareness of the different formats 
and styles used for conveying academic 
information. 

The VLE to Enhance Teaching 
Practice 
With an array of teaching resources 
consistently close at hand the shifts in 
teaching direction could be responded 
to more reflexively thus facilitating and 
maintaining learner engagement (Ryan, 
2007). I was able to move easily between 
a host of learning materials and resources 
which was directed by the dynamic 
processes evident within the learning as 
opposed to being driven by my pre-planned 
lesson objectives. As a teacher I was able to 
more spontaneously respond to the learning 
needs conveyed by the students. The process 
of learning, thinking, making and locating 
meaning was made more visible enabling 
students to connect their current learning 
within the previous experiences.

Significant to this event of teaching first year 
students within Initial Teacher Education 
was the focus of course content on the 
concept of socially constructed knowledge. 
Through the VLE as an interface students 
could see representation of such knowledge 
in which they were active co-constructors 
via the spontaneous development of 

collaboratively developed VLE resources 
such including web pages and glossaries. 

Connecting independent and dependent 
learning

The VLE was bought into the realm of 
the face to face teaching context to form 
a bridge between the requirements for 
independent and dependent learning. The 
VLE as a classroom interface supported the 
building of connections and relationships 
for students so that independent learning 
did not have to become isolated learning. 
This was significant as the students are filed 
based and only attend face to face classes 
together for one day and one evening a 
week.

By attempting to demystify the VLE 
through its inclusion within the face to 
face teaching space a sense of the unknown 
was confronted and familiarity fostered. 
Students indeed were eager to engage with 
the VLE sooner than I had anticipated due 
to becoming familiar with the environment 
through its usage as teaching interface. 

When students left the face to face teaching 
sessions they would be able to access the full 
range of teaching resources VLE in the same 
format as used in class. The VLE acted as 
a connector between the independent and 
dependent facets of learning. The teaching 
and learning resources also became part of a 
shared lived experience in the development 
of a socially constructed understanding of 
course materials and content. 

It was more than merely making class 
materials available to students via an online 
site but was about an interactive and at times 
co-constructive development and use of the 
resources. This was evident on the occasions 
when the students and I even developed 
new documents first hand in class through 
the collation of knowledge gained through 
class based activities and discussions which 
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were constructed and uploaded on the VLE 
within the class. 

These resources remained available to them 
to utilise for assessment purposes and 
provide first hand evidence in evaluation 
of tasks supporting the “transparency 
approach” to academic literacies where 
the means of developing and interpreting 
academic material is made more obvious 
and accessible for students (Dunham, 
2009). 

Teacher Confidence and the 
VLE as Interface
Given advances in technology and the 
impact on teaching environments it may 
also be the teacher who is embarking on 
a new learning journey of incorporating 
technologies to enhance their teaching. 
This was evident at the recent 2009 
HERDSA conference with many teachers 
dipping their toes into the application and 
exploration of innovative ways of working 
with information technology resources.

Through the application of the VLE as 
a teaching and learning interface I was 
encouraged to engage more actively 
and knowingly with the technology. 
This contributed to increasing my own 
confidence and effectiveness in supporting 
students with this learning medium. 
This is a significant issue given that the 
impact and benefit of the VLE within the 
blended environment depends on teacher 
commitment to its usage (McConnell, 
2006). 

The scaffolding was not only of role 
modelling the positive VLE experiences. For 

example it also involved the role modelling 
of ways round, through and management of 
times when technologies fail. Which were 
all beneficial forms of skill acquisition for 
students who can feel despondent about 
their overall academic achievement when 
things do not go according to plan. On 
the spot trouble shooting was possible. 
As Motschnig-pitrik & Holzinger argue 
“Teachers ... accompany the learners 
during the learning process and support 
them in active problem solving. The target 
of learning is the direction of a problem 
solving process rather than the recall of 
factual knowledge” (2002, p. 5).

Concluding Comments
By bringing the virtual learning 
environment into the classroom the virtual 
learning space was introduced and used as a 
social, shared space as opposed to a distant, 
removed “out there space”. The virtual 
learning environment became a part of 
the experienced multiple contexts through 
which learning occurs (McConnell, 2006). 

Student and teacher learning and 
confidences with the VLE were enhanced 
through the regularity of engagement 
and role modelling of its usage. This is 
significant as is evident through much 
dialogue with teachers that it is often a fear 
of our own lack of skills as teachers which 
impede engaging with new initiatives.

The VLE as interface connects the people 
concerned with the technology. The aim 
of the use of the VLE as an interface was 
to provide students with a supported first 
encounter with the virtual space in which 

they would be required to venture as part of 
their learning journey. To support student 
understanding of the system and its values, 
uses and also its challenges, was regarded 
as essential to gaining their positive 
engagement with it. 

It is interesting to note that within my 
own teaching I now feel that something 
is missing if I perchance teach without 
the VLE as my interface, although I must 
admit to still carrying teaching resources on 
my memory stick just in case the internet 
decides to challenge me! 
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For	your	future	planning	the	following	venues	are	being	explored:

2010	Brisbane.	

It	is	hoped	that	2011	will	be	in	Tasmania	but	that	is	yet	to	be	confirmed.
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Research in Progress

By Kate Thomson

This article describes the early stages of 
planning a research project into how 
academics talk about teaching. You are 
invited to comment on the proposal by 
contacting Kate. I welcome similar articles 
from those just embarking on a research 
project. Please contact me.Editor.

Talking about Teaching 
How often do we talk about teaching? 
In what ways do we talk about it? 
What opportunities exist for talking 
about teaching in a research-intensive 
university?

Teaching is one of the fundamental 
activities of a university, and yet 
the common perception is that 

universities often value and prioritise 
research over teaching, so staff may put less 
time and effort into activities associated 
with teaching, including teaching-related 
dialogue. Communicating about teaching 
is vital if we are to improve practice, develop 
our understanding and enhance student 
learning (Boud, 1999; Trowler, 2001). 
Communication is an integral dimension 
of the scholarship of teaching and learning 
(Trigwell, Martin, Benjamin, & Prosser, 
2000), and this “scholarly discourse” can 
range from informal conversations to 
publications in international scholarly 
journals. An impromptu chat about 
teaching in a corridor might be an 
academic’s introduction to the scholarship 
of teaching and learning and their first 
step towards contributing to the discourse. 
Healy (2003) argues communicating about 
teaching and learning within disciplines 
and departments is the way to develop the 
scholarship of teaching. For Hanno (1999), 
one crucial element of transformation as a 
community is being involved in reflecting 
on our own teaching and contributing to 
teaching through dialogue and exchange of 
ideas. 

The literature on approaches to university 
teaching and learning is now extensive, but 
one of the less well-researched aspects of the 
scholarly discourse on teaching is reflective 
writing about informal conversation 
between department colleagues. This was 
the starting point for a topic I am pursuing 
as a PhD at the Institute for Teaching and 

Learning at the University of Sydney with 
Professor Keith Trigwell and Associate 
Professor Simon Barrie. I plan to explore 
tearoom or corridor conversations on the 
topic of teaching, with the intention of 
providing insight into the variation across 
departments in a single research-intensive 
university. 

I anticipate this study will enhance our 
understanding about departments; and 
how the complex interplay of institutional, 
disciplinary and departmental factors 
contribute to staff experience of the 
teaching climate in which they work. I have 
chosen to adopt a socio-cultural perspective, 
concentrating on the structure of teaching 
conversations and the circumstances that 
support them. I would be very interested 
to hear about other perspectives anyone 
else thinks might be able to inform 
my exploration of informal teaching 
conversations. 

I chose to focus on faculty or school level 
conversations because the department 
is the fundamental context in which 
academic staff work (Knight & Trowler, 
2000) and departmental climates represent 
intersections of university culture and 
disciplinary identity (Kreber, 2009). 
Departments are the places where the 
espoused beliefs of an individual or 
discipline must become practices that align 
with departmental and/or institutional 
strategy and policy (Argyris & Schon, 1974; 
Trowler, Fanghanel & Wareham, 2005). 

To find out about the conversations 
staff have, I plan to interview academic 
staff working at a research-intensive 
university. The sample will be chosen to 
create maximum variation in responses 
and represent staff across departments. I 
would like to explore how these academics 
discuss teaching, including when and 
where teaching is talked about, what 
prompts conversations, how teaching is 
introduced as a topic, and the themes that 
arise (for example, sharing frustrations, 
providing advice or debating scholarship). 
In exploring teaching conversations, Roxå 
and Mårtensson (2009) found a supportive 
teaching climate led to an increase in the 

number of people staff spoke to and the 
significance of these conversations, so I will 
also ask about their experience of the role of 
the departmental climate in facilitating (or 
inhibiting) informal conversations about 
teaching. The existing work (Austin, 1996; 
Gibbs, Knapper, & Piccini, 2009) suggests 
staff may attribute their opportunities for 
talking about teaching to their university’s 
structure and climate. For example, they 
might indicate that leaders, such as their 
Associate Dean (Teaching & Learning) 
or key teaching grant/award recipients 
have a major role in determining what is 
recognised and rewarded, and thus what 
staff within their faculty prioritise. 

We cannot understand teachers’ teaching, 
without understanding their voice 
(Hargreaves, 1991), and this voice may 
be important in academic development. 
Having staff talk about teaching may 
not be easy, but the approaches adopted 
by departments that successfully foster 
informal conversations could be adapted 
for use in other departments. Responses 
given by staff during interviews may be able 
to inform department-focussed academic 
development strategies designed to enhance 
teaching, as staff report on what influences 
them. 
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enhancing teaching and learning in 
higher education. Studies in Higher 
Education, 30, 427–444.  

I started my PhD this year, and as part 
of this, I work part-time in the Institute 
for Teaching and Learning (ITL) at the 
University of Sydney on an Academic 
Development Internship. In the last few 
years, I have worked at the Australian 
Learning and Teaching Council on the 
Teaching Quality Indicators Project and 
at the ITL as a Project Officer on the 
National Graduate Attributes Project.

I would love to hear your thoughts and 
suggestions on how this topic can be 
developed-please email me k.thomson@
usyd.edu.au
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By Ann Kerwin 

“The Mind is Not a Vessel to be Filled But a Fire to be 
Kindled”  

THE PHiloSoPHER’S Column

Intrigued, I Took a Detour   

I had planned to write the December 
2009 Philosopher’s Column on Aristotle 
and energy. We don’t often associate 

philosophers with dynamism, but Aristotle 
left us a perceptive account of how we’re 
wired to thrive and learn. Were he to appear 
today, Plato’s most famous student would 
likely marvel at our technology. A polymath, 
he’d gladly ditch the stylus for a power-
packed notebook and leap on-line. But 
he might wonder why we who’ve birthed 
such astounding systems are millennia 
behind him in conceptualising our own 
extraordinary array of productive energies. 
Googling himself, he might scratch his 
head. I can imagine Aristotle mid-air en 
route from Athens to Oz, perusing his own 
account of the hardware and software of 
human purpose, development and learning 
from a palm-held device. I hope you don’t 

mind that I’ve decided to save Aristotle for 
April 2010. He won’t fuss if I leave him 
in first class, enjoying a film and his first 
martini, while we chat about something 
else.

The truth is: intrigued, I took a detour. 

 I had been holding a space. It was a small 
matter: the lack of a title which pleased 
me. I knew one would find me. So, when 
I opened g-mail at a preconscious hour 
one morning and spied the header “THE 
MIND IS NOT A VESSEL TO BE 
FILLED BUT A FIRE TO BE KINDLED. 
Plutarch,” I cried “Eureka!” Perfect. Later in 
the day, I googled the quote. 

I sourced it. 

I laughed.  

It derives from a treatise entitled: On 
Listening to Lectures. The quote, in varying 

translations, is oft’ cited in acclamations of 
participatory, active learning and learner-
centred pedagogies. Listening to lecturers 
was the last context in which I had imagined 
it. Intrigued, I opened the Loeb Classic 
edition on-line. The introduction informed 
me: “the essay on listening was first delivered 
as a formal lecture, and afterwards written 
out for the benefit of the young Nicander, 
who has just assumed the toga virilis and 
was about to take up the serious study of 
philosophy”. Intrigued, I read on. 

On Listening to Lectures is about character. 
Neither dry nor dated, Plutarch’s “user’s 
guide” to life and learning in the first 
century A.D. spoke to me in the twenty-
first. “Right listening is the beginning of 
right living,” he concludes. Right learning 
is both soul work and cultivation of social 
wisdom. A priest of Delphi, Plutarch bids 
me self-examine, then deftly conjures 
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From: Hugh Fearn-Whittingstall

Dear Hugh (age 16),

My advice to you is to learn to say no 
to things that simply cannot be done 
properly in the limited time available.

Yours,

Hugh (age 44)

Plutarch: Quality not flash. “For even 
though it is quite right for a speaker not 
to be altogether neglectful of pleasantness 
and persuasion In his style, yet the young 
man should make least concern for this…
This sort of unhealthiness [concern with 
style or personality over substance and 
character] has produced much barrenness 
of mind and good sense, much foolery 
and bibble-babble in the schools, since 
young men do not keep in view the life, the 
actions and the public conduct of a man 
who follows philosophy, but rate as matters 
for commendation points of style and 
phrasing, and a fine delivery, while as for 
what is being delivered, whether it be useful 
or useless, whether essential or empty and 
superfluous, they neither understand nor 
wish to inquire…. [As for the speakers], it 
is an empty pleasure they give, and an even 
more empty renown they acquire… for the 
speakers are admired in as far as they are 
entertaining, and afterwards, no sooner has 
the pleasure of listening passed away, than 
their repute deserts them, and so the time 
of their hearers and the life of the speakers 
is simply wasted”.

At Year’s End
At year’s end, I wish for readers what I wish 
for myself:  

that we seize and relish every lull and spice 
holidays afford; 

that we consider right listening in 2010, 
especially right self-listening; 

that we bolster our courage to think and do 
as we know best.

All quotes from Plutarch derive from: http://
penelope.uchicago.edu./Thayer/E/Roman/
Texts/Plutarch/Moralia?De_auditu*.html

Other advice from: Dear Me A Letter to My 
Sixteen-Year Old Self. Ed. Joseph Galliano. 
London: Simon and Schuster (2009). 

not at once interpose his objection … but 
allows a [thoughtful] interval to elapse … 
the great majority of persons … practice 
speaking before they have acquired the 
habit of listening. They think there must 
be study and practice in discourse, but as 
for hearing, benefit will come however it is 
used ... but in the use of discourse its proper 
reception comes before its delivery … If 
young men have not the power to listen, 
or the habit of getting some profit through 
listening, the speech brought forth by them 
is windy indeed …”

From: Archbishop Emeritus Desmond 
Tutu

My dear one

Hallo, how exciting to be young…
You know, dream, be idealist, reach 
for the stars. The sky is the limit. Your 
dream makes you idealistic, it makes 
you altruistic, wanting to serve others. 
Enjoy it---don’t be infected by the 
cynical ancients in your midst… Look 
for a calling that is not self-serving, is 
intending you for self-aggrandizement. 
Remember if you have any advantages 
then it is to prepare you for service not 
privilege. God has endowed you with 
many gifts---develop them to their 
fullest and realize your potential for 
the sake of others. Enjoy your friends, 
especially your girl friends!

Hey man you have the whole of your life 
before you-go for it!

Much love

Your older self.

Plutarch: “A man must let his desire to 
hear make truce with his desire for repute 
and listen cheerfully and affably as though 
he were a guest at some dinner or ceremonial 
banquet…Now the presence of envy, 
attended by malice and hostility, is not a 
good thing for any undertaking, but it stands 
in the way of all that is honourable…Now 
while envy in other matters is engendered 
by certain untrained and evil dispositions of 
a man, the envy that is directed against a 
speaker is the offspring of an unseasonable 
desire for repute and a dishonest ambition, 
and it does not suffer the person in such 
a mood even to pay attention to what is 
being said, but it confuses and distracts his 
mind which at one moment is engaged in 
reviewing his own condition to see whether 
it be inferior to that of the speaker, then 
it turns to dwell on the other persons 
present to see whether they are showing any 
pleasure or admiration; it is disconcerted by 
their approval, and irritated by the audience 
if they find the speaker acceptable…”  

attitudes and behaviour so concrete and 
familiar I can’t wriggle from self-scrutiny. 
With excruciating vividness, Plutarch 
relays example after example of academic 
preening and boorishness, of sabotage and 
self-doubt. I thought of some students. I 
thought of myself.   

New Find at the Turn of the 
Road
As I was pondering Plutarch, I spied a recent 
arrival in my favourite bookstore. It insisted 
I buy it. Dear Me, A Letter to My Sixteen-
Year Old Self, features celebrities who write 
to succor the-selves-they- remember-being 
at sixteen. (Fay Weldon, Baz Luhrmann, 
Jackie Collins, Sir Elton John, Stephen Fry, 
Edmund White, Archbishop Desmond 
Tutu, Emma Thompson, Tracy Emin and 
other, mainly U.K. wits and eminents). 
How Plutarchian! I thought. While 
Plutarch addresses “my dear Nicander,” 
Stephen Fry corresponds with “Dearest 
Absurd Child”. Zandra Rhodes encourages 
“Dear Younger Self,” while Sir Elton John 
begins “Dear Reg” and ends “P.S. Change 
your name”. I mused: while sages forewarn 
youth, few of any age find admonition 
appealing. In ancient times and now, 
benefits of experience resonate with the 
experience-battered, generally adults who 
warm to hard-won wisdom. Published in 
2009, I found Letters to Myself a delightful 
companion to Plutarch’s On Listening to 
Lectures. 

As I read, I thought not of the young 
but myself. I thought not of lectures but 
of workshops, meetings, symposia and 
conferences, of professional publications 
and obsessional ranking, of colleagues and 
committees. I thought, as well, of birdsong 
and laughter, silence and music, of children 
and windswept branches. I know: I could 
practice better “right listening”.   

Borrowed Wisdom       
As 2009 withers away, I offer the following 
pearls of practical philosophy (none of my 
own devising) to dedicated practitioners:  

Plutarch: The “habit of listening with 
restraint and respect”. “Silence is a safe 
adornment for a young man, and especially 
so, in listening to another he does not get 
excited or bawl out every minute, but even 
if the remarks be none too agreeable, puts 
up with them, and waits for the speaker to 
pause, and, when the pause comes, does 
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By Robert Cannon

Meanderings

Writers of academic papers have 
told me how disappointed they 
have been with the response 

to their work – usually silence! Perhaps 
they should seek solace in the writing 
of Somerset Maugham who was alert to 
this kind of difficulty when he wrote “… 
the writer should seek his reward in the 
pleasure of his work and in release from the 
burden of his thoughts; and indifferent to 
aught else, care nothing for praise, censure, 
failure or success” (The Moon and Sixpence, 
Vintage, 1999, p. 7). It seems in Maugham’s 
time there were no female writers!

Maybe the silence is because of the quality 
of their writing, as Gail Hornstein argues 
in the most recent issue I have of Higher 
Education, The Australian, 28 October, 
2009, p. 31). She asserts that academics 
are not embarrassed by writing that is 
impenetrable but fail to appreciate that 
maybe they have little or nothing to say. 
This she learned to her alarm, when, on a 
sabbatical at Harvard, she enrolled in an 
undergraduate writing class and discovered 
she had actually had so little material to 
work with once she had “hauled away load 
after load of the social- scientific weeds” 
that choked her sentences. 

This silence commonly experienced after 
publication probably explains the glee with 
which many authors listed in electronic 
updates of new journals will kindly send 
you a copy of their work – recognition!! – 
At last, a reward for the labour. Meanwhile 
I will simply console myself with the simple 
pleasure of unburdening my thoughts here 
in the hope that it may raise a smile or two.

I have been thinking for some time now 
that we do not hear of the grand university 
student pranks and hoaxes that seemed 
rather commonplace back in the 1960’s. 
At Sydney University, these hoaxes were 
mostly perpetrated on Commemoration 
Day or “Commem Day”, as it was popularly 
known. This University tradition continued 
until the mid 1970s. It involved a parade 
from the University to the Sydney Town 
Hall in which faculties and student societies 
organised their own floats, and students 
waged havoc upon the conservative citizens 
of Sydney with bold pranks of varying 
degrees of tastefulness, according to the 

student newspaper, Honi Soit, available 
online.

My recollection of one particular prank at 
the time is strong although I cannot vouch 
for its veracity. It seems a group of lateral-
thinking students observed a gang of City 
Council workmen excavating one of the 
major roads adjacent to the University. The 
students mischievously called the police 
and told them a group of students dressed 
as workmen were digging up the road. 
Being Commem Day, and vigilant to the 
high risk of pranks, the police immediately 
set off to investigate. The students then 
told the workmen that a group of students 
pretending to be police were on their way 
… They then sat down nearby to watch the 
unfolding commotion!

Recollection of these long-past events 
was triggered by recent news (The Age, 24 
August, 2009) of the humiliating rescue 
of a man stuck to the seat of a shopping 
centre toilet. Pranksters responsible for the 
incident had smeared the seat with a fast-
acting adhesive. The unfortunate victim 
was forced to undergo the humiliation 
of leaving the shopping centre, with the 
seat still attached, in full view of a crowd 
of shoppers. He was taken to hospital 
where the toilet seat was removed using 
industrial solvent. The ordeal was extremely 
embarrassing for the poor man.

Of course, this is the unfortunate downside 
of hoaxes – someone may be hurt or 
humiliated. However, most people enjoy 
a cleverly conceived prank or hoax where 
this is not the intention. In most cases 
it does occur, even if the prank is invited 
by the pomposity, arrogance, neglect or 
carelessness of the victim. In an academic 
study, Media Hoaxes (Iowa State University 
Press, 1989), Fred Fedler explores the idea 
of a hoax beyond the dictionary definitions 
in terms of criminality such as defrauding, 
deluding, faking, misleading and deception. 

Fedler asserts that media hoaxes are rarely 
set up to cause harm and generally have 
the following characteristics: they are 
intended to entertain, journalists will often 
include clues that the story is fictitious 
and sometimes they attempt to set a trap 
– such as the story about the newsagency, 

Associated Press, transmitting a story about 
Siht el Otspueht, an Indian rebel leader. 
Another major news agency United Press 
(UP) copied the story and, after several 
newspapers published it, Associated Press 
revealed that the rebel’s name was “The UP 
stole this” – spelled backwards (p. xiii)!

Possibly the most audacious student hoax 
on record was perpetrated by a group of 
Cambridge University students led by 
Horace de Vere Cole in 1910. Pretending 
to be the Emperor of Abyssinia and his 
entourage, Cole and his co-conspirators 
were entertained on board HMS 
Dreadnought. Thoroughly disguised, and 
muttering away in Swahili and quoting 
Virgil, the group spent a splendid day 
receiving top hospitality from the Royal 
Navy. A full account of this hoax has been 
published by one of the group, Adrian 
Stephen as The Dreadnought Hoax, Chatto 
and Windus, 1983. The same book provides 
accounts of other hoaxes including one 
that was contemplated and was even more 
audacious. It would surely have provoked a 
serious international incident and possibly 
war. Cole and his student friends planned 
to acquire a set of German Army officer 
uniforms, take them to a town on the 
Franco-German border, take command 
of a detachment of German soldiers and 
march them across the French frontier to 
see what would happen! Plotted in the years 
immediately prior to the First World War, 
one can only speculate about the outcome 
of this prank had the carried it out!

Roger Landbeck recently published in 
HERDSA News, a request from me for 
examples of academic humour. I want to 
sincerely thank all those folk who responded 
so enthusiastically – both of you! 

One of these responses from Debbi 
Weaver at Swinburne University was 
about an intriguing approach to teaching 
neuropathology using cauliflowers. 
Published by Joan Masters and Margaret 
Christensen, the paper is “Please Pass the 
Cauliflower: A Recipe for Introducing 
Undergraduate Students to Brain 
Structure and Function”, Advances in 
Physiology Education, 24, 22-29, 2000. 
(Available: http://advan.physiology.org/cgi/
reprint/24/1/S22.pdf ). Coming as it does 
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Canberra. Thank you, Peter for sending 
these two quotations:

“When you visit an academic developer, 
you come out confused but at a higher 
level” and “I’d rather eat my leg off, than 
attend a staff development session”. Rather 
depressing really and a timely reminder that 
perhaps we need to reconsider our practices. 

Peter’s quotations made me think about an 
observation made a quarter of a century ago 
by Colin Flood Page, one of the pioneers 
of educational development in Britain. This 
was a time when academic staff development 
in universities was relatively new and 
Colin counselled me during a visit about 
the resistance and antagonism towards 
academic development. “Robert”, he said, 
“be patient, academic staff development 
occurs on a geological time-scale”.  

Writing in Higher Education Research and 
Development, 3, 1, 1984: 3 – 12, Colin 
observed that “Staff development is still, 
I am afraid to say, a dirty word in some 
quarters and not always understood”. Using 
a dairy analogy to summarize his feelings, 
he concludes his essay on staff development 
in these terms: “We enjoy working with the 
cream, even though some of it is sour, and 
quite a lot seems unduly clotted at times. 
In most human jobs people have to make 
do with the skimmest of skim milk, which 
is not so appetising”, p. 12. Whether he is 
writing about students or academic staff is 
not clear; the reader is left to draw his or 
her own conclusions. I love the “unduly 
clotted”.

So, perhaps not a lot has changed in the 
years since Colin wrote those words, and 
Peter sent in his two quotations! On that 
“happy note”, I will end my meanderings 
for this edition.

Endnote
1. To save you the bother of searching 

a dictionary, I have done it for you: 
Sesquipedalian, adjective: characterized 
by the use of long words; containing a 
great many letters or syllables. I assume 
you know what circumlocution means.

Robert Cannon is an education 
consultant who has worked in Indonesia 
with the University of Indonesia, the 
Asian Development Bank, AusAID, The 
World Bank, UNICEF and USAID,). He 
was Director of the Advisory Centre for 
University Education at the University of 
Adelaide from 1977 until 2001. 

Contact: cannon@indo.net.id

the Committee for In-service Education, 
Queensland defines in-service education – 
just what every staff developer needed to 
know or should know:

“In-service education is an on-going, 
thought-out, school-based strategy co-
operatively conceived and professionally 
executed to co-ordinate and exploit the 
in-built and developmental dimensions to 
comply with the well-known definition of 
the creativity of the school, geared towards 
self-renewal but not ignoring extra-mural 
influences”.

Watson mischievously sets this question for 
readers: 

“Read the sentence, look away and answer 
in not more than 20 words: What is in-
service education?” 

To this question I add two of my own (in 
the best traditions of student-centred active 
learning): 

“How many hyphenated words are 
used in the text?” (Bloom level: 
Comprehension)

“Define the ‘creativity of the school” 
(easy, it is .well-known [oops, I have 
used a hyphen! Sorry!] Bloom level: 
Knowledge).

While we are in a testing mood, try this one 
from the NSW Department of Education 
and Training:

“Is it possible to evaluate dynamic, complex, 
unpredictable, multifaceted, emergent 
processes where there is a shift from highly 
structured and linear professional learning 
and development to embedding enablers 
that support confident, capable, connected, 
curious, and committed learners?”

Well, come on, is it? (And yes/no/maybe 
answers will not be considered). 

I can just imagine; you are running a 
busy teaching evaluation service and it is 
nearly 5pm on Friday after a bad week. 
Then some enthusiast from the Education 
Department drops in for a “chat” and asks 
you to evaluate this! I think a few enablers 
may be embedded in that person’s backside 
as a result!!

It is important to note that these two 
examples are drawn from school education. 
I am reliably informed that such writing 
does not occur in the literature of higher 
education!

The second person I want to acknowledge 
for a contribution on academic humour 
is Peter Donnan from the University of 

from the field of medical education, which 
is often at the forefront of educational 
developments including, it seems, humour, 
I did a little exploring and my suspicions 
were confirmed when I found a reference 
to the Journal of Nursing Jocularity. What 
a wonderful word jocularity is! Rolls of 
the tongue in a light way that effectively 
conveys the coming humour … 

This online journal is for members only, 
so sign up – it is free at: http://www.
journalofnursingjocularity.com/ This 
wonderful site has a wealth of humorous 
material that could be easily adapted to 
other disciplines for those inclined to use 
humour in their teaching. One link on the 
site I am now exploring is to the Association 
for Applied and Therapeutic Humour 
(Available: http://aath.org/ ). This is not 
free, however.

I continue to find humour in the names 
of journals and articles published in them. 
Discovering the Journal of Nursing Jocularity 
reminded me of another title I encountered 
years ago and which I managed to locate 
on the web: The Journal of Irreproducible 
Results (Available: http://www.jir.
com/ ). Just like the hoaxers discussed 
above, JIR says it “… targets hypocrisy, 
arrogance, and ostentatious sesquipedalian 
circumlocution1. We’re a friendly escape 
from the harsh and the hassle. JIR makes 
you feel good”. JIR has a strong orientation 
to science, medicine and engineering. 

I was glad to receive this piece of news in an 
email recently from a subscription website, 
Socialtext, that enthusiastically announced:

Hi Robert -
You might find this piece useful as you 
look for ways to help your organization 
gain the benefits of social software. 
The author, says: “The new social tools 
change enterprise knowledge flow by 
making it more social, more open and 
public, discoverable, and ultimately, the 
most leverage-able.

Indeed it is useful, as it serves as filler here. 
I wrote asking what it meant. It must 
have something to do with Engineering 
or Physics with its references to tools and 
levers … doesn’t it? I never received a reply. 
Maybe the author does not know either!

By far the funniest piece of education 
writing I have seen in many years appeared 
in The Australian Literary Review, 7 October, 
2009. In an entertaining and satirical piece 
cleverly titled “Down in Debasement”, 
Don Watson reports on his analysis of 16 
separate pieces of writing about outcomes-
based education. One priceless piece from 
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Educational Development and Academic Practice 
- Their Relationship to the Social and Economic 
Expectations of Governments

By Geoffrey Crisp, HERDSA President 

inTERnATionAl Column FoR 

HERDSA/PoD/STlHE nEwSlETTERS

A nation’s higher education system is 
an integral part of its social, cultural, 
economic and political fabric. 

All governments are keen to assure their 
communities that they are monitoring the 
use of public funds, especially in the areas of 
expenditure for post-compulsory education 
and fundamental research. Major reviews 
of higher education and publicly-funded 
research have been undertaken in Australia, 
the United Kingdom, the United States, 
Canada, New Zealand and South Africa in 
the last seven years. The reports from these 
reviews have many features in common, 
especially around the rhetoric concerning 
the purposes of higher education and the 
management of institutional activities. 
We may have various opinions about the 
efficacy of such reviews, the impact of their 
recommendations and the motivation of 
governments in initiating such reviews, 
but we would all likely acknowledge that 
these reviews, and their associated reports, 
eventually have a significant impact 
on individual academic practice and 
professional development in universities. 
The predominant reason for this impact is 
that public funding inevitably aligns with 
the particular report recommendations 
adopted by the government. 

Academics are predominantly involved in 
enriching their educational and research 
practices and in so doing they work to 
enhance student outcomes, whether these 
are learning or employment related. What 
is the responsibility of the individual 
academic to align their practices and 
professional development with national 
priorities? What impact can the individual 
discipline academic have on the complex 

and interrelated social, cultural and 
economic aspirations of their governments? 
What is the role of the educational and 
research developer in implementing the 
national education agenda? 

Individual academics will work to improve 
their educational practice through critical 
and scholarly reflection, the creation 
of authentic learning and assessment 
environments and through professional 
development and discourse with colleagues. 
The recent Review of Higher Education in 
Australiai stated “If we are to maintain our 
high standard of living, underpinned by a 
robust democracy and a civil and just society, 
we need an outstanding, internationally 
competitive higher education system”? 
Academic development programs will 
encourage teachers to use good learning 
designs and align their assessment tasks 
with their course objectives; how are these 
activities related to the maintenance of a 
“civil and just society” or contribute to our 
country’s expectation that our institution 
will be one of the “key determinants of its 
economic and social progress”?  

Professional organisations such as 
HERDSA, POD, STLHE, SEDA and 
ICED all have common goals around 
improving the student experience and 
student learning outcomes, as well as the 
quality of educational practice and research 
in higher education. We can draw inferences 
about how these goals can be related to 
the national agendas of our governments, 
but how explicitly can we demonstrate a 
causal relationship between the underlying 
epistemologies of educational and 
professional development approaches and 
the expectation that participation in higher 

education will result in a “civil and just 
society”. 

Most governments in the world are seeking 
appropriate means to facilitate an increase 
in the participation of non-traditional 
groups or “first in family” students in 
higher education. It is likely that we could 
measure a causal relationship between 
our development activities or educational 
practices and improved student completion 
rates or the relative performance levels for 
different student cohorts, but we are unlikely 
to have a significant impact on access issues 
or the ability of under-represented groups 
to gain entry to higher education. Will 
constructive alignment of learning activities 
and assessment tasks improve participation 
rates of under-represented groups? Perhaps 
this is an unfair comparison as we can always 
posit that higher education institutions 
are multifaceted and that different people 
have different roles and responsibilities; the 
ability of our institution to contribute to 
the national agenda rests with a synergistic 
combination of efforts from all staff. 
Nevertheless, the fundamental question 
we could still reflect upon is whether the 
priorities of our academic development 
programs and their epistemic foundations 
translate into demonstrable outcomes that 
impact on national priorities? 

Academics have a strong allegiance to their 
discipline; should there be an alignment 
between discipline cultures and the agenda 
proposed in many of the recent higher 
education reviews? Do our professional 
development programs facilitate discourse 
between discipline academics and the 
national agenda? Once again we can reflect 
on our approaches to academic development 
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priorities, as espoused by educational 
researchers, educational developers and 
professional organisations, and the social, 
economic and political priorities for higher 
education as recommended or demanded 
by governments of many countries. 

i. h t t p : / / w w w . d e e w r . g o v . a u /
HigherEducation/Review/Pages/default.
aspx

Written July 2009

Contact: Geoffrey.crisp@adelaide.edu.au

POD and STLHE are professional 
organisations similar to HERDSA. They 
are located in North America. For more 
information about the Societies check 
out their websites. POD, http://www.
podnetwork.org/ and STLHE  http://
www.stlhe.ca/en/stlhe/

within the disciplines and whether they 
assist with a constructive alignment of 
discipline practices with the complex social, 
economic and political realities within 
which higher education is situated. There 
is often dissent in academic circles about 
the need to align discipline practice with 
the social, economic and political needs of 
any one particular country. Some academics 
posit that their discipline’s way of thinking 
and acting transcends such perspectives. 
The recent reviews into higher education in 
many countries have focussed our attention 
on these controversial questions about the 
purpose of higher education, the role of 
individual academics and the priorities of 
professional development programs.

Recent reviews have emphasised the need for 
more formal approaches to benchmarking 

and the setting of external standards to 
ensure accountability. Will the setting of 
government sanctioned standards and 
public benchmarking reports really enhance 
the participation rates of under-represented 
groups in higher education or lead to a 
“civil and just society”? The recent global 
financial downturn has highlighted the 
extraordinary impact that external factors, 
seemingly unrelated to discipline practice 
and academic development, have on the key 
outcomes sought by governments for higher 
education. 

This short piece is designed to encourage 
reflection and debate amongst those 
in higher education and professional 
organisations concerned with academic 
development on the complex relationship 
that exists between academic development 
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By Peter Kandlbinder 

Higher Education in the Headlines

A summary of the top stories on higher 
education from the last 3 months of 
the Australian Higher Education 

Supplement (www.theaustralian.news.
com.au/highereducation/), Times Higher 
Education (www.timeshighereducation.
co.uk) and the Chronicle of Higher 
Education (chronicle.com) found issues of 
student recruitment dominated the higher 
education press. Other themes included: 
university rankings, research funding 
and assessment, casual academics, private 
universities and academic freedom.

Student Recruitment
In August the Australian Higher Education 
Supplement reported a crackdown 
on student recruitment and visas for 
International students while the Times 
Higher Education reported errors in how 
a metropolitan university charged student 
fees. In September the Australian Higher 
Education Supplement reported Australian 
universities were gearing up for 2012 
reforms and in October it reported that the 
dollar’s rise had decreased demand from 
International students. At the same time the 
Chronicle of Higher Education reported 
the classifying students into different 
generations had become a growing industry 
and the Times Higher Education reported 
call to combat myths against student 
feedback.

University Rankings
In August the Times Higher Education 
reported dissatisfaction with league tables 

but MPs continued to criticise standards in 
the sector. In September the Times Higher 
Education reported students were getting 
marks just for turning up to class while the 
Chronicle of Higher Education reported 
colleges were offering low-interest loans 
to attract star professors. The Australian 
Higher Education Supplement reported a 
home-grown ranking scheme was gaining 
wider support. In October the Times 
Higher Education reported UK universities 
had increased their standing in its rankings 
but Asian countries were coming closer and 
the Chronicle of Higher Education reported 
Asian countries were putting billions of 
dollars into their universities.

Research Funding
In August the Australian Higher Education 
Supplement reported rewards from research 
innovations were slow to flow to universities 
and in September the ARC was putting 
less stress on track record. In October it 
reported a better success rate for ARC 
grants although each grant was receiving 
less money. 

Research Quality Assessment 
In September the Times Higher Education 
reported the continuing evolution in the 
REF and some seeing unequal opportunities 
in the final assessment process. In October 
it reported a call for more focussed 
distribution of research cash unless the UK 
was willing to accept mediocre research.

Casual Academics
In September the Chronicle of Higher 
Education reported that casual academics 
had formed a new Advocacy Group and in 
October it reported that casual academics 
are happy to do the work for a love of 
teaching despite the low pay.

Private Universities
In August the Australian Higher Education 
Supplement reported a call by Open 
University Australia for subsidised places for 
online learning and in October it reported 
a bid by Melbourne Institute of Technology 
for a deregulation dividend.

Academic Freedom 
In August the Times Higher Education 
reported that retractions in publications 
were up tenfold and in October the 
Australian Higher Education Supplement 
reported on laws designed to support 
academic freedom. 

Language Learning
In September the Australian Higher 
Education Supplement suggested that 
Australian universities needed to get serious 
about teaching languages.

Swine Flu 
In September the Chronicle of Higher 
Education reported US colleges continue to 
face challenge from Swine-Flu.
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News From the Branches

HERDSA Branches provide a great 
networking opportunity for 
HERDSA members and higher 

education issues, as well as offering a variety 
of interesting and social events. Join your 
HERDSA Branch to keep in touch through 
activities and events and develop your 
network with other members. 

New Zealand Branch 
Contact: Alison Holmes, University 
of Canterbury, Te Whare Wananga o 
Waitaha 

Email alison.holmes@canterbury.ac.nz

What’s been happening?

A post-HERDSA conference meeting was 
held in Christchurch in August where 
HERDSA members reflected on the 
conference generally and picked out and 
shared what had been highlights for them. 
These were many and varied and included 
particular papers, the range of contacts 
and the general experience with a good 
turnout of members. Two members of the 
NZ executive participated in the Tertiary 
Education Summit where they were able to 
show the value of HERDSA NZ and make 
useful connections. A number of HERDSA 
members showcased their projects at an Ako 
Aotearoa event in September. A letter of 
introduction was sent to all new members 
following the Darwin conference.

NZ Executive meetings are held every six 
weeks or so. The last meeting was held over 
Access Grid with committee members in 
Auckland, Wellington, Christchurch and 
Dunedin. Over the last three months the 
executive have discussed, among other 
issues, the HERDSA NZ annual conference 
(TERNZ), sponsorship of and participation 
at commercial seminars and events, and 
further developing links with Ako Aotearoa.

Forthcoming events

The HERDSA NZ conference (TERNZ) 
will be held on 23-25 November at AUT 
University, North

Shore Campus, Auckland. Professor 
Philippa Levy, a visiting scholar from 
the University of Sheffield, will present 
workshops and consultations in Auckland, 
Wellington, Christchurch and Dunedin in 
November/December. Prof Levy’s visit is 
partly sponsored by HERDSA.

Keeping in touch
The HERDSA NZ AGM will be held at 
the HERDSA NZ annual conference. If 
you are interested in making a significant 
contribution to higher education by 
joining the HERDSA NZ executive team 
please contact Alison on the email above. 
Nominations will also be received at the 
meeting at the HERDSA NZ conference.

Western Australia Branch 
Contact: Dr Iris Vardi, Curtin University 
of Technology 

Email: i.vardi@curtin.edu.au 

What’s been happening?
HERDSA WA has been very active 
this second half of the year with several 
presentations from the WA branch’s 
Scholarship Profiled series as well as the 
annual HERDSA Rekindled event. All 
events attract a good crowd who enjoy the 
opportunity to meet and discuss teaching 
and learning, often over a glass of wine! In 
the last six months these have included “Is 
a lemon alive?” with Dr Georgina Fyfe of 
Curtin University; “The student experience” 
at the University of Western Australia; 
“Preaching what we practice” with Dr 
Jocelyn Armego of Murdoch University; 
and “The nature of professional learning” 
with Dr Robin Groves of Curtin University.

Forthcoming events
The branch is currently looking at a possible 
workshop to precede the WA Teaching and 
Learning Forum in 2010 after the highly 
successful workshop that preceded the 2009 
forum. Check the website or contact the 
branch for more details. 

Keeping in touch
Check the HERDSA WA web page to keep 
up to date with Branch events.

South Australia Branch
Contact: Dale Wache, University of South 
Australia

Email: dale.wache@unisa.edu.au

What’s been happening?
The new executive met for the first time 
in October to re-establish the Branch 
committee. The executive is planning to 
create an email distribution list for SA 
HERDSA members. Planning for three 
HERDSA SA events for 2010 is underway.

Forthcoming events
Three events for the first half of 2010 are 
being planned around the themes of: 
Online learning, researching teaching 
practice across disciplines, and curriculum 
review. Tentative dates for these events are 
the 2nd/3rd week of February, the April 
teaching break, and mid-June 2010. All 
staff from three universities will be welcome 
to attend.

Keeping in touch
Check the HERDSA website to keep up to 
date with SA Branch events or contact Dale 
on the email above.

ACT Branch
Contact: Robert Kennelly, University of 
Canberra

Email: Robert.Kennelly@canberra.edu.
au

What’s been happening?
The major activity is the ongoing Talking 
About Teaching And Learning (TATAL) 
program. TATAL aims to raise the profile 
of teaching portfolios through collaborative 
reflective practice. Two small groups have 
formed and continue to meet each month 
with a total of 15 active members. A 
presentation on “Diversity and flexibility in 
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Australian PhD education” was presented 
by Terry Evans & Margot Pearson. 

Forthcoming events
The ANU is again hosting the HERDSA 
Christmas seminar. This year Ingrid Moses, 
Peter Kandlebinder and Coralie McCormak 
will take part in “Oral histories of teaching 
and learning pioneers in Australian HE: 
Informing the present and the future”. Both 
TATAL groups will meet on 7 December 
for evaluative and planning purposes.                                                                                           

In 2010 a workshop will be held to provide 
feedback and support for those preparing to 
present at the HERDSA 2010 Melbourne 
Conference.

Keeping in touch
THE ACT Branch welcomes members from 
NSW universities in the regions around the 
ACT. If you have an interest in teaching 
portfolios and collaborative reflective 
practice, why not join one of the Talking 
About Teaching And Learning (TATAL) 
groups? Stay informed about ACT branch 
activities through the HERDSA website or 
contact Robert on the email above.

Victoria Branch
Contact: A/Prof Dianne (Di) Waddell, 
Deakin University

Email: dianne.waddell@deakin.edu.au

What’s been happening?
After a lull in activities the Victoria Branch 
has re-emerged with a reconstituted 
executive. Former President Peter Ling is 
kindly attending the first few executive 
meetings to help with the hand over.

Forthcoming events
HERDSA Vic is looking forward to plenty 
of HERDSA action in Victoria in 2010, 
especially as the HERDSA conference 
Reshaping Higher Education takes place in 
Melbourne from 6-9 July, coordinated by 
Deakin University. 

Keeping in touch
The Victoria Branch has re-emerged with 
an energetic executive so if you are not 
a branch member this is a great time to 
think about networking through attending 
branch events. Stay informed about Victoria 
branch activities through the HERDSA 
website or contact Di on the email above.

Hong Kong Branch
Contact: Dr. Anna KWAN Siu Fong, 
Open University Hong Kong 

Email: akwan@ouhk.edu.hk

What’s been happening?
Since 2009 HERDSA Hong Kong has 
been focusing on inviting colleagues from 

different universities to join HERDSA 
activities. The major purpose is to connect 
professional colleagues who work in 
different fields of university education and 
to provide them with a platform to share 
and learn together. Another purpose is to 
introduce HERDSA and its work to Hong 
Kong colleagues.

Four dinner dialogues were held in 2009. 
In October the topic “What do we know 
about our students?” was discussed. The 
November dinner dialogue featured guest 
speaker Jude Carroll of Oxford Brookes 
University on the topic “Knowns and 
unknowns about student plagiarism”.

Forthcoming events

Dinner Dialogues will continue in 2010.

Keeping in touch

The Hong Kong Branch provides a great 
opportunity for Hong Kong academics to 
meet in an informal network over dinner 
through the regular Dinner Dialogues. 
If you are not a branch member this is a 
great time to think about attending the 
next Dinner Dialogue. Stay informed about 
Hong Kong branch activities through the 
HERDSA (Hong Kong) website: http://
herdsahk.edublogs.org/2009/11/ 

May Dinner Dialogue, Hong Kong branch October Dinner Dialogue, Hong Kong branch
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